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      Princess Rapunzel languishes in her tower as a prisoner, but the entire kingdom believes her to be a madwoman overcome by grief. With her magical powers bound by trickery and the servants closest to her fearing reprisal, there is no escape.

      

      Muir is a griffin in mourning. When duty becomes the only balm to soothe his heartache, he travels as an emissary tasked by his king and queen to unearth the truth about Eisland’s slave trade. He finds no slaves, but he does discover a country divided by its wealth—the poor are starving, the indifferent nobility are frivolous, and there is a charming secret in the castle’s west tower. Liberating a forgotten princess may not be part of Muir’s mission, but rescuing her is the only way to save himself and the kingdom from ruin.
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        10 Years Ago

      

      

      Rapunzel hadn’t been able to rest all night, perpetually plagued by bad dreams. Over two years had passed since James sailed away from Eisland and out of her life to pursue a career of piracy on the Viridian Sea.

      Two years since he’d walked away from their engagement, humiliated her, and abandoned their kingdom.

      In those two years, she’d had little interest in any of her suitors, always comparing each man who courted her with the figurative ghost of Captain James Hook, a man so handsome and charming he’d wiggled his way into the royal family despite his lack of noble blood. Even her father had loved him.

      Her mother was another matter, apathetic about all matters concerning her children. Nothing interested the queen these days if it wasn’t on an embroidery tambour or in a bottle.

      Not that she openly drank. No. A true lady did not reveal her vices. Her mother concealed her alcoholism by pouring liquor in her small teacups, but Rapunzel had located most of her stashes already. A bottle behind library books, beneath couch cushions in the sitting room, inside a never-used music box, and concealed amidst the overflowing leaves of a potted plant. She could visit her mother’s private garden and pluck bottles of wine from the soft soil like flowers.

      Perhaps it was for the best that James had abandoned her. Years of observing an unhappy marriage between her parents made it easier to believe she was better off without him. And then there were nights like tonight when she was haunted by memories of the past and how happy he’d made her whenever his ship sailed into port. She’d been among the first to greet him, waiting with the royal entourage.

      Damn the man for turning to crime. Hadn’t she been enough for him?

      Another hour of restless tossing and turning passed before she left her room and visited the palace gardens at the foot of her tower. The frost roses her kingdom was famed for grew in abundance, filling the air with their crisp, sweet scent. The white and silver blossoms twined over the ivory trellis crawling up the tower stonework and filled carefully tended plots throughout the garden.

      As beautiful as they were, they weren’t her favorite. She passed the roses and crossed toward the bushes of untamed rapunzel growing beside a bench at the back fringe of the garden. Her mother hated them and called them weeds, but Rapunzel loved the flower for which she’d been named by her father. She sat among them for a while, stroking a silky trumpet with pale lavender petals.

      James had won her over by presenting her with a bouquet of them for her birthday five years ago. While everyone else had brought roses, jewels, and empty platitudes, he’d given her a simple but heartfelt gift along with his family’s most recent vintage.

      The reminder soured her mood and drove her from the bench. With the mind to raid the kitchen for tea, scones, and the quiet company of the kitchen hearth and resident mouser, Rapunzel made her way inside. At this hour, no one stirred in the palace, except for a few guards who nodded in passing.

      Amber light and soft voices spilled past a door leading to her father’s study. Curious, she tiptoed down the carpeted hall and peeked inside. She rarely saw her father up so late, for he was a man who enjoyed retiring early and waking with the dawn. A peek through the cracked doorway revealed her father and Admiral Teach standing together near the desk and staring down at something stretched across it.

      “I received a report that the Vampire’s Touch went down here, close to the Demon Shoals.” The admiral touched his finger to the map. “It was Hook. He ran them aground and took the cargo.”

      “All of them?”

      “Every last man, woman, and child you purchased.”

      Her father struck his fist against the desk and swore under his breath, but it wasn’t his unusual behavior that shocked her most.

      Cargo? He paid for people?

      Her mind turned away from the implications. Certain she must have misunderstood, she remained in place and hoped to learn more. James was the slave-dealing pirate, not her beloved father.

      “We need those bodies for the vineyards. Winter is upon us, and we lose the most workers during this time of year.”

      Admiral Teach spread his hands. “Push the bodies we already have and consider their loss an acceptable risk. We can get more slaves, Your Highness. Ridaeron has no shortage of people for us.”

      “And where do you suggest I get the gold? I’ve already lost a costly sum to that traitor.”

      “Is not the tax season upon us?” Teach suggested.

      Rapunzel had never seen her father smile so cruelly before. Her stomach flipped, and she struggled to draw in a breath through her tight throat.

      “I’ll make the arrangements at first light. We’ll have the gold in a few days. I’d like you to collect my next bounty, Admiral.”

      “Of course. I’ll take my leave and make preparations to sail within the week.”

      “Good, good.” The king moved around his desk and took a seat. Once settled, he rolled up the map and stowed it away. “Leave by the servants’ entrance. It wouldn’t do to have people seeing you here so late.”

      Admiral Teach bowed and exited through a door disguised as a panel on the opposite end of the room. Rapunzel pushed through the doorway the moment he left and stalked across the ivory carpet, footfalls silent.

      “Father, you told me James was dealing in slaves. Not rescuing them from Admiral Teach.”

      Her father didn’t look up from his ledgers. “It’s impolite to eavesdrop, Rapunzel. A princess should know better.”

      She stared at him. The fact that he offered no denials to her accusations stabbed sharper than a knife twisting between her ribs. “Is that all you have to say? Father, you lied to me. Worse, you’re dealing in slaves!”

      “A good ruler must make decisions to benefit the kingdom. That is what I have done.”

      “How could you do such a thing? It’s treason, Father. If the council knew, they’d force you to abdicate the throne.” A chill danced over her spine, and an iron fist closed around her heart. They’d do more than that. “They’d hold you to our laws. There’s only one punishment for treason.” Her father would be stripped of his crown and executed, her family possibly evicted from the castle to live in exile. Tears sprang to her eyes at the thought of losing him, their home, and all that they loved.

      The king set aside his quill and rose. When he finally looked at her, his eyes were hard and cold. When had he changed so much from the man who once doted upon her? “Look around you, Rapunzel. Our kingdom is built on our vineyards, yet they are costly and dangerous. I have done this so our people no longer fear the loss of a limb. So we may enrich our kingdom and surpass our southern allies.”

      “I don’t care what prosperity it brings to Eisland. Enslavement is and will always be the wrong way to go about things.”

      “So naive. All our recent successes are due to my innovations.”

      His words made her pause, and an icy tingle crawled up her spine. “How long has this been going on?”

      He shrugged his slim shoulders. He’d lost weight over the years, and his hair thinned over his crown where it had once been thick and full, no longer the same pale shade as her thigh-length silver hair—dry, white, and brittle now. He wore a wig during daylight. “Two years, give or take a month. Does it matter?”

      She did the math in her head, considering the time James left on his final voyage and never returned. She’d been heartbroken when a longboat of sailors from the Jolly Roger returned to port with tales of James sailing away with a boatload of slaves. “It’s the true reason James defected from the navy, isn’t it? He discovered your plans with Admiral Teach and parted ways with Eisland. So you branded him a traitor.”

      “He is a traitor. He has stolen our finest ship and sunk others. He has killed Eislander men and women without any reservation and attacked our trade partners from Ridaeron.”

      “Since when do we deal with Ridaeron?”

      “Since I have deemed it necessary and prudent to enhance the future of our nation.”

      Rapunzel stiffened. “Then I’ll tell Joren and hope he can talk sense into you. I can’t imagine that he or Mother knows what you’re doing. And… and if he can’t make you see what’s right, perhaps we’ll even take it to Chancellor Nevans.”

      She spun on her heel and stalked from the room. Something had to be done before he brought ruin upon them all. And if it cost their family the throne, then so be it. But first, she had to hope that she and her brother could force her father to see reason.

      

      Rapunzel’s maid, Sebille, arrived in the morning with an invitation to breakfast and tea with her father. She remained quiet as she dressed, too busy turning over the night’s occurrence in her mind to bother with her usual friendly banter.

      “Is all well, Your Highness?”

      “Hmm? Oh, yes, Sebille. Sorry. I was just wondering when Joren will be home again.”

      “He’s not due for another few weeks, if I recall. Isn’t he courting that noblewoman in Creag Morden?”

      “Ah, yes. You’re right.”

      Poor Joren. He’d made a lousy first impression on Princess Anastasia. In his letters, he wrote that he’d known he put his foot in his mouth the moment he spoke of Eisland’s ironclad traditions regarding women and magic. Female magicians were not to learn dangerous spells, for their monthly cycles made them unpredictable with sorcery.

      Apparently, the safety of the kingdom could be placed in her hands, but gods forbid she used a fireball.

      Rapunzel rolled her eyes. While she’d had a daily tutor for most of her life teaching her in the magical art of healing, her brother had been her secret instructor, bringing her lessons from the academy and instructing her for years. While he excelled at fire and water spells, she had become proficient with ice and wind. He’d blown through all his trials and become a distinguished battle mage at the Collegium of Arthras.

      Joren was the pride of the family, even if he wasn’t the heir and first in line to rule. That honor had gone to Rapunzel as the eldest and first born from their mother’s womb, much to their parents’ disappointment. Her parents had even asked her to decline the throne, claiming it would make her brother appear all the more enviable a suitor to any young princess across the many kingdoms.

      But she wouldn’t. As much as she loved her brother, the throne was hers, and he didn’t want it anyway. What he wanted most was to attain the coveted title of archmage from the collegium and graduate with honors before going on to captain his own naval ship.

      “I suppose I shouldn’t keep Father waiting. Will you do me a favor, Sebille, and have Gretchen brought down from the rookery while I’m with him? I’d like to send a message to Joren.” She trusted her hawk to make the long journey.

      “Of course.”

      She determined that this talk with her father would dictate what she sent to her brother, but one way or the other, she had to let him know the truth about James. Joren had been as devastated as she by the man’s betrayal, perhaps more so if only because James had hurt her.

      She paused outside the library where they traditionally took their tea and steeled her nerves. Somehow she had to convince him to set aside his horrifying schemes and see reason. If they could free the slaves and set things to rights, no one would ever need to know what her father had done.

      Confident in her plan, Rapunzel stepped inside, only to freeze on the spot. The usual tea and breakfast had been replaced by a sumptuous display of sweets and delicacies reserved for dining with visiting dignitaries or special occasions with the family. She smelled a floral fragrance in the air and barely restrained herself from clapping with glee.

      Frostenrose Tea was the most precious commodity Eisland produced next to their wines, and it was produced in such small quantities that they rarely exported it. The blend of frost rose petals, jasmine nectar, and yellow tea buds from the Emerald Valley was her absolute favorite thing in the world.

      “What is this?”

      “An attempt to make amends, my dear, and speak as adults do. With civility.”

      Her father served her tea exactly as she liked it, with spiced sugar and cream. Gods, she hadn’t sat for tea with her father, or even her mother, since she was a little girl, although Joren sometimes indulged her whenever he visited from the academy. He’d always been her best friend.

      “Bribing me with my favorite sweets won’t change the fact that slavery is wrong, Father.” She ignored the delicate cakes and sugar-dusted soufflé but sipped her tea to quench her thirst and ease the ache in her tight throat.

      “It’s not a bribe. More like a peace offering. I only wish to talk and come to an understanding.”

      “How can there be an understanding when you’ve lied to me these past two years? You drove James away.”

      “No, I didn’t. James Hook could have declined the job Admiral Teach offered him. He could have come home at any time and passed the job to another. Instead, he chose to attack our countrymen and live a life of plunder upon the Viridian Sea.”

      She took another drink and tugged the collar of her dress. It seemed too warm and her skin itched. “He’s freeing slaves. Slaves you bought.”

      Her father’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “Have you been to our vineyards?”

      “Yes, of course I have. You know that.”

      “Then you know how many lose fingers and hands in those orchards.”

      “If you used the money to buy them protection, we wouldn’t have the issue—”

      “And we’d produce slower than ever. These slaves are criminals, Rapunzel. Men and women sentenced to die in their kingdoms. I’m simply giving them an opportunity to buy their freedom.”

      “Or die in the process.”

      “They would have died anyway.”

      After her next sip, her fingers shook. The cup clattered against the saucer balanced on her lap as she tried to set it down, and the last little bit sloshed over onto her skirts.

      “My dear, are you quite all right? You appear flushed.”

      The room swam in and out of focus. “What… what have you done to me?”

      “Perhaps you should lie down.”

      She flung the cup from her lap. “I don’t want to!” Colors blurred together, and the sunlight streaming through the windows burned her eyes. She flinched away and stumbled against the tea service. After that, everything faded into an obscure haze.

      Long after the fog faded, weakness persisted in her limbs and made her entire body feel as if she’d spent hours dragging lead weights by her ankles and wrists. When she finally rolled out of bed, night had fallen, and it was pitch-black outside aside from a few garden lanterns down below. Moonlight shone through her open window, and a gentle spring breeze rustled the diaphanous curtains.

      Where had the day gone?

      Rapunzel swung her feet from the bed and rose unsteadily. Dizziness planted her on her bottom on the bedside for a while longer, and some time passed before it faded and she was able to stand again.

      She must have taken ill at brunch. Perhaps something had unsettled her stomach, but she couldn’t recall. The entire morning was a blur in her mind.

      Mindful of her steps, she made her way down the spiraling staircase one slow step at a time. She paused three times, hands squeezed around the rail, to wait for the vertigo to pass.

      The whole tower was Rapunzel’s to do with as she pleased, the castle consisting of many of them, and each one a contained home for the many members of the household’s favored upper staff and distant relatives among the nobility. She’d lived on her own in one apart from the main castle for years, ever since she’d become of age to entertain friends—and close male friends.

      She paused again to rest at the base of the steps and drew in a deep breath. The walk, while tiring, had helped to clear her head somewhat. She lifted her hands to knead her pounding temples, and for the first time, she recognized the polished silver bangles on her wrist. She’d been so confused by awakening at nightfall that she hadn’t paid them any mind. When she reached out to find her magic, a numbing pulse ebbed through her mind and dispersed the power.

      They’d negated her magic, using tricks reserved for Eisland magical prisoners.

      Rapunzel flew to the door. The knob turned uselessly in her hands.

      What in the blazes? She pounded a fist against the door. “Why am I manashackled? Why is this door locked?”

      “Princess?” a voice called through.

      “Of course it’s me. Who else would be in my rooms? Now unlock this door immediately.”

      A moment passed before a click echoed through the room. Before she could open it herself, the door opened and a royal guard stood in her path.

      “Forgive me, Princess, but you should be in bed. I shouldn’t have opened this door at all.”

      “Under whose authority?”

      “Your father, Your Highness. The king and queen have both decreed that you be cloistered in your room until you’ve recovered.”

      “Recovered? I don’t understand.”

      The guardsman licked his lips and glanced back over his shoulder. When he returned his attention to her, he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I should not be the one to speak of this.”

      “Please. All I remember is sitting for tea with my father.”

      “I’m sorry, Princess, but you… you were quite violent.”

      “Me, violent?”

      The guard nodded his head but remained a few steps away from the door. “There was snow and magic everywhere, Your Highness. You injured several royal guards.”

      A fist squeezed around her heart. She’d never hurt anyone before. “I injured someone?”

      “Several.” He glanced around before adding in a lower voice, “I shouldn’t be telling you all of this.”

      “Then release me and allow me to seek my father on my own. I certainly don’t feel violent now.” Had he poisoned her? No. There was no way her father would do such a thing. She moistened her lips. “Release me from this tower at once.”

      “I’m afraid not, Princess. Ahh, we’re under strict orders to leave you confined until a physician is able to confirm that you’re safe once more. It’s for your own good, he says.”

      “My father is a lying arse,” she spat out. “Go fetch him at once.”

      “I am forbidden from leaving my post. Please, Princess, take your rest and await the physician.” Pity shone in the man’s eyes. He pushed the door shut, and then the tumblers clicked into place.

      Hours passed as she paced the floors. No one else spoke to or came for her until after the sun rose over the horizon. She hurried down the stairs the moment she heard the door open. The king stood in the room below with the door shut behind him.

      “Father, how dare you do this to me? Why am I locked in my room like some disobedient child?”

      “Why, for your safety, my dear. You threw quite the fit yesterday when you learned about your former betrothed.”

      “Whatever are you talking about? What fit? The guard said I hurt someone.”

      “Several people, Rapunzel. You have magic beyond what I expected. Unusual magic. Where did you learn it?”

      Unable to betray Joren, she fumbled out a quick lie. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I know only what you’ve allowed me to be taught.”

      “I see. Well then, it seems you have untamed talent. Dangerous talent. The staff are quite afraid of you.”

      “I would never hurt them.”

      He spread his hands and adopted a patronizing tone. “Yet you have done exactly that. You even attacked me,” he said, holding up his arm to reveal frostbite across his wrist and forearm, the discoloration on the mend but still dark and mottled. “Such is the very reason why women are prohibited from learning the Deadly Arts.”

      “What? No! I would never! I would never hurt you, Father! You… you did something to my tea, didn’t you? I was fine until then.”

      A sly smile came over the king’s face. His blue eyes danced with mirth that clashed with the dire nature of their conversation. “I do what must be done for the future of Eisland, my dear. In time, you will come to understand and forgive me for this.”

      “Do you mean to leave me here, confined to my home as a prisoner?”

      “For however long it takes to convince you to see things my way, dearest.”

      “I will never relent. It is wrong.”

      “Then you will remain here.”

      “The people will never let you get away with this. Joren will ask where I am, as will the council. I’m your heir.”

      “No, my dear, you are a very heartbroken girl who has finally lost her wits. You see, James Hook has sent you a gift. The severed head of a Ridaeron lord coming to speak of alliances and marriage prospects. You were quite distraught over the loss of this friend, thus your breakdown.”

      “That’s a lie. I have no friends in that kingdom.”

      Her father continued in the same, patronizing tone. “Quite unfortunate, as the two of you have corresponded with one another via the post for nearly two years and grown rather close. So close you lived for the day of his arrival.” Her father sighed. “And now Hook has spoiled the occasion.”

      “You wouldn’t. You have no head as proof.”

      “Don’t I? Remember those expendable criminal slaves I spoke of?”

      A cold knot twisted her stomach until she thought she would retch. Her father, a veritable stranger to her now, laughed and turned his back on her. The door shut behind him, and the lock clicked into place with an ominous echo.

      Her only hope was that her brother would see through her father’s lies.

      Joren, I’m counting on you.
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      It was a fine, brisk autumn morning, but nothing cooler than what Muir was accustomed to from a lifetime of living in the peaks of Mount Floraivel. The mountain range hugged the eastern coast of Cairn Ocland and created an impassable wall no invader could cross. At least, it had until a month or two ago.

      The bears of Clan Ardal had been instructed to create an eastern pass through the mountain as well as a bay to accommodate the kingdom’s future navy. With their earth and stonecrafting skill, they’d carved a grand tunnel through miles of rock before leveling an ideal foundation for the new city.

      They’d named the bay after the fairy who made it all possible, bestowing the great honor upon Tinker Bell for her courage. Now she was happily married to James Hook, and it was up to Muir to prove their claims against Eisland were true.

      James had cautioned Muir to watch his back while abroad in a kingdom of snakes and traitors, expressing a wish to join him but a reluctance to test King Harold’s promise to honor the amnesty granted by Queen Anastasia and King Alistair.

      Muir smiled. As if he’d allow any of them to take James. As if Tink would allow it. Woe betide the fool who tried to separate that sprite from her new husband.

      “Land ho!” The cry brought forth a bustle of activity aboard the Twilight Witch. After weeks at sea, everyone was eager for time on dry land, even if that land was covered in snow.

      Even at a distance, Eisland was beautiful. Sunlight sparkled off the snow and ice, making the approaching coastline appear like a glittering diamond. Muir stood at the forecastle and admired the view while the sea breeze tossed his unbound red hair around his face and shoulders. Every so often, the strong wind also kicked his tartan a few inches above the knee, which Captain Amerys Vandry took as an invitation to ogle him without remorse.

      “Are you ready for this?” she asked.

      “As ready as one can be, I suppose.”

      Vandry chuckled and patted his arm. “Don’t worry, Lord Muir, we’ll sort this all out in due time.”

      “Lord?”

      She grinned. “Better to become accustomed to saying it now. I’ve given the order to the rest of the crew to follow suit.”

      “Fine. If all goes well, we can be gone from this place within a week. Surely something like this cannot be hidden.”

      “You would be surprised how much intrigue and deception is carried out in a court, my lord. But yes, let us hope this can be sussed out without unnecessary delay. You worry about the palace and nobility. I’ll put my eyes and ears to the common folk. If there’s slavery in Eisland, we’ll discover it.”

      Slavery couldn’t be allowed to flourish anywhere on the Viridian Sea, but his queen’s father wanted cold, hard proof about his ally’s wrongdoing.

      If proof was what King Morgan needed, proof was what Muir would acquire. He shaded his eyes from the sun and waited, restless as the ship pulled into port. Crewmen hustled across the deck, readying the lines and lowering the sails. The dock appeared equally as busy with uniformed sailors standing ready to receive them.

      He stood apart while they all handled mooring the ship. As much as he desired to help, and had learned much through participation during the journey, Captain Vandry had advised him to put on a show of superiority for their noble neighbors. And nobles did not offer helping hands to their inferiors.

      Although he’d accepted that she wanted him to behave like an ingrate, he didn’t have to like it.

      Once the ship was secured and a gangway slid in place, Vandry approached him and bowed. “All is ready, Lord Muir, and your welcoming party awaits you pierside.”

      “Thank you.”

      He swept past her and disembarked, only to pause once he spotted his escort. Were they jesters or greeters? Between their colorful garb and outlandish hairstyles, he wasn’t entirely sure.

      A tall, thin man in an orange velvet frock coat stepped forward. His hair may have once been fair and blond, but it had been colored lilac. He bowed deeply at the waist. When he straightened, he clicked his heeled boots together and smiled.

      “Lord Muir of Clan Leomlaire, I bid you humble welcome to our glorious city. I am Fillian, steward to His Royal Majesty King Harold. It is my pleasure to escort you through Jonquilles to the palace.” He spoke in the language of Creag Morden, a tongue known between all the northern kingdoms of man.

      Muir bowed his head and placed his fist over his heart. He replied in the same language. “It is my pleasure to meet you. Thank you from the bottom of our hearts for receiving this visit into your warm kingdom.”

      Three months of lessons among James and his crew had given Muir a head start on learning the Eislandic tongue, but he’d chosen not to play his hand just yet. Better for them to think him a fool and absolutely oblivious to any words uttered in his presence. Who knew what secrets they’d reveal if they didn’t realize he understood them.

      “Lovely. Just lovely,” Fillian said. When he clapped his hands, two pink-haired men moved past them toward the ship. “I will ensure your belongings arrive in a safe and timely manner. Until then, please, come with me.”

      The steward led the way to an ornate carriage with an open top and gilded accents, pulled by two white horses barded in sapphire blue.

      “As you can see, my lord, our port is a bustling hub, rich with trade from all over the Viridian Sea,” Fillian began. He spoke with enthusiasm and pride. “We bring in silks from Liang and spices from Samahara.”

      “A true wonder.” Muir despised small talk, but even he could admit the port was impressive. He hoped, one day, Cairn Ocland could rival the north.

      “I trust your trip was a pleasant one?”

      “Aye. The Twilight Witch is a fine vessel.”

      “Ah, yes, I suppose she must be. I must admit, my lord, we were a touch concerned about the nature of her crew.” Fillian leaned forward and lowered his voice a notch. “Is it true she was a pirate vessel?”

      “Tamed, I assure you.” Muir grinned, having prepared to address the question.

      “Oh.” Fillian cleared his throat and continued with the tour. He pointed out each district as they passed through it. From the port they moved into the merchant quarter and then the entertainment district where, he proudly proclaimed, they had three different theaters.

      “Should you desire a more intimate experience, the Silken Road caters to such needs. In fact, our finest mineral spring bath is located just down the way, at the House of Eternal Roses.”

      Fillian gestured to a road protected from the elements by a vine-covered trellis. Two red lanterns flanked the archway entrance. Muir’s heightened eyesight perceived every detail, from the fancifully decorated doorways to the beautiful young men and women dressed in sheer silks. They lounged in hammocks crafted from flowering vines or leaned out of windows, calling to the few patrons wandering the avenue. As the carriage circled around for a second pass on the way out of the square, Muir noticed two people stretched across a cushion on an open terrace, neither of them clothed.

      What sort of place was this? Fillian watched him with a smug smile.

      “Of course, as a guest in the palace, arrangements may be made to bring such luxuries to you.”

      “I will keep that in mind,” Muir replied, praying he’d veiled the disgust in his voice.

      From there they wound through the residential area of the city, though it was easy to tell at a glance that this was where the rich and entitled lived. Large homes with wide lawns lined the curving road.

      The castle loomed above them at the top of the hill, a stunning creation of white stone and silver that glistened beneath the noon sun. Towers of various sizes arose from a palace twice the size of Castle TalDrach. There were even ice sculptures of fanciful beasts and unicorns decorating the bridge separating the castle from the rest of the city.

      “This is the garden proper.” Fillian gestured to the sprawling grounds. Red and pink roses bloomed against dark bushes despite the cold, and a fine layer of frost covered the grass.

      “It is quite beautiful, but I thought your roses were ivory and silver.”

      “Those would be the frost roses, found in the private gardens. You’ll have full access, of course. King Harold wishes you to enjoy every aspect of your stay here at Icedale Castle and feel as if it is a home to you.”

      More men and women dressed in garish, bright attire met them at the front entrance to the castle, but Fillian ushered Muir past them and into the carpeted halls.

      “The king is most eager to meet you,” the steward gushed.

      “And I to meet him.”

      The hall ended at a pair of tall, wide doors. A rose design had been etched into the silver metal. Guards in blue livery pulled them open in unison.

      Fillian stepped forward, paused on the threshold, and announced, “Lord Muir of Clan Leomlaire, Cairn Ocland’s emissary.” He gestured Muir to move forward and bowed low.

      The throne room had been designed to impress and awe, and it succeeded in both counts. But only for an instant, the moment shattered once Muir’s gaze focused on the man seated on the sapphire throne.

      The king was withered and frail, long past his prime and certainly incapable of leading any army. He had a long, aquiline nose set in a slender face with sunken cheeks warmed pink with a liberal coverage of makeup, much like the steward guiding Muir inside.

      Muir proceeded forward down the cobalt carpet running down the center of the room toward a raised dais at the far end. His attention wandered to the three crystal chandeliers overhead then back ahead to the throne. Obsidian planters overflowing with frost roses provided the only other decoration in the room.

      It was indeed beautiful, but to him, it also appeared cold. Lifeless. In Benthwaite, he could feel the love and welcoming warmth of the monarchs in every facet of the throne room. Here he felt nothing. It wasn’t alive.

      He came to a stop a few feet from the bottom of the dais and swept into a respectful bow. “Your Majesty, I bring greetings from King Alistair and Queen Anastasia of Cairn Ocland, with the hope that our great nations might find friendship.”

      “You are most welcome to Eisland. I look forward to learning more of your people, Lord Muir. Your country has long been a mystery to us, with only whispered tales of fantastical proportions reaching our shores.”

      “Some may not be so far from the truth, Your Majesty. I would be honored to answer your questions, should any arise.”

      “Good, good.”

      The king retook his seat on the throne and gestured for Muir to approach and join him on a bench placed by a servant. Once Muir was settled, the king leaned forward, hands clasped loosely in his lap.

      “They say your land was cursed, but such things cannot be true. Magic isn’t so strong as to ruin a whole kingdom, is it?”

      “That is a rather long story, Your Majesty, and one with a complicated answer. Dalborough’s vile wizard did indeed cast a curse upon my kingdom, but it was unwittingly strengthened by a darker and older magic long forgotten by my people.”

      “You’ll have to share the tale one night over drinks. Tell me, do you enjoy wine? Brandy?”

      “I do not often partake in drink.” He preferred fresh spring water or hot tea, though his clan distilled their own special liquor from small berries found on hardy shrubs in the high peaks and traded it with the bears who brewed mead.

      “We’ll have to introduce you to our other libations during your stay. Now, tell me, is it true your people are able to… transform?”

      “Only a small portion of our people hold such gifts.”

      “And you?” the king asked. “Are you one of these shapeshifters?”

      “Aye, but the majority of Cairn Oclanders are as human as you. Our queen, as you know, hails from Creag Morden.”

      “Ah yes, Queen Anastasia. I had hoped to marry her to my son Joren. Alas, I see a better man has won her hand.”

      “Then you harbor no resentments?”

      “No, and why should I? Morgan and I have made our peace over the failed match and hold no grudges.”

      Muir tucked that bit of knowledge away. “My queen will be pleased to hear it. She had some worries and hoped the situation would not affect future relations between our kingdoms.”

      “I am an old man. Too old to cling to petty grudges. I like to leave that to the younger generations. Do you have children? A wife?”

      “No.”

      Interest lit the old man’s clouded gaze. “A shame. Then again, leaving behind family for such a long journey would be a sad affair. Perhaps Eisland will be appealing to you for a lengthier stay.”

      Muir dipped his head and forced a polite smile. “Time will tell.”

      “Indeed it shall. However, I’m sure you would like a rest after your voyage. Your rooms have been prepared, and Fillian shall be at your disposal for the duration of your stay with us. I would be honored if you would join me for supper this evening at the eighth chime.”

      “Of course.” Muir rose and bowed, taking the chance to leave without further questions.

      

      Every day was the same for Rapunzel.

      A single bedroom window provided a landscape view of the western castle grounds, a bit of the port city below, and the bay, but beyond that, there was never anything new to see.

      She remembered a time she loved watching the billowing white and blue squares pull into Azure Bay, like clouds across an endless sapphire horizon. She’d lived for the days the Jolly Roger returned from sea, bringing home the man she loved. Those days were long past though, since James had sailed off and never returned. Since he’d turned to a life of piracy and heroism without once ever realizing she needed him to be her hero too.

      Just as she lost interest in the serene view, a ship bearing unfamiliar canvas sailed into the harbor, its flag a scarlet dragon on a field of black and gold. Not an Eisland ship.

      Who were they? Had her father found someone else to share his illicit dealings? Were they another barbarous country prepared to supply innocent children to an excruciating and prolonged death in the frozen fields?

      Something about the standard tickled the back of her mind, as if she’d seen it before once long ago in passing. It wasn’t Creag Morden—their flag bore a golden eagle silhouette over emerald. Liang represented themselves with an eight-pointed black star on a yellow field, Samahara’s colors were gold and red, and Ridaeron ships flew gray banners.

      Perhaps Sebille would arrive with gossip about their foreign guests.

      If not for the occasional visits from her handmaiden, Rapunzel thought she might have gone mad and long ago dashed herself to bits upon the stony ground below her tower. Every once in a while, the notion crossed her mind, an insidious whisper that told her to end this miserable existence. What enjoyment was there in living life anymore when the possibility of escape grew ever more distant?

      As far as everyone was concerned, she had gone insane with grief over Hook’s betrayal and abandonment and had been confined for her own safety. On the few occasions she was allowed to leave and play her role as the addled, crazed princess, her father drugged her tea with some strange herb that sent her into a frothing state of madness. Any attempt she made to air his dirty secrets to anyone who might be able to help came out as paranoid babble. They all believed her mind had crumbled into delirium.

      She nearly believed it herself sometimes.

      When a click echoed from the lower level, Rapunzel abandoned the window and moved down to the second floor. Her tower consisted of three levels. The topmost floor served as her bedroom while the bottom floor, which she rarely ventured to anymore, was a cozy drawing room. The second floor contained a study and dining room. As she wound her way down the stairs hugging the outer wall, Rapunzel left the natural light of day behind and entered a room illuminated by amber magelights.

      Her father had bricked up the windows years ago after she tried to escape.

      “Good afternoon, Your Highness. I’ve brought your lunch. You haven’t been eating.”

      “I haven’t been hungry.”

      Sebille bit her lower lip and said nothing more while she arranged the table. She set out a bowl filled to the brim with creamy soup, fresh bread slathered in butter, a roasted quail, and carrots glazed in honey. It was more food than what she normally received.

      “What’s going on, Sebille? Did my father order you to bring this?”

      “No. He ordered your usual meal, but I… Cook and I thought you would like something better.”

      “Thank you. It looks lovely.”

      “I also come with a bit of gossip.”

      There was nothing like a little palace gossip to ease the monotony of her day-to-day routine. “Yes? Do tell. Has the groomsman finally proposed to Myrtle?”

      “No, something far better, Your Highness. Fillian was sent to meet the ambassador from Cairn Ocland.”

      “Cairn Ocland? No wonder I didn’t recognize their flag straight off.” But she had seen it before in her books.

      “It’s been the talk of the castle. Your father received word from their king and queen weeks ago requesting an audience. They wish to open trade agreements between our country and theirs.”

      Rapunzel stiffened. Could her father be purchasing more flesh? “What sort of trade?”

      Sebille flinched from the sharp question. “I do not know, Your Highness. Only that your father was excited about the opportunity.”

      “I see….”

      The only thing that excited the king anymore seemed to be money.

      “I have more pleasant news as well,” Sebille said in a rush. “I know I shouldn’t speak of it, but I overheard Fillian deliver the news to the king that your brother plans to be home within the month. For good. He’s graduated from the collegium as an archmage of profound honor.”

      “Joren is coming home?” The news brought with it a deep blossoming of warmth and hope. For a moment, her heart swelled and her spirits soared at the thought of her twin swooping in to rescue her, for surely Joren wouldn’t stand for her confinement any longer.

      Then the dismal truth came crashing down around her.

      Joren already knew. Their father had him believing the same lie as everyone else.

      All the breath left her lungs and her shoulders sagged. The meal, as delicious as it was, lost all appeal.

      “Sebille, I can’t keep doing this. I can’t… Joren cannot see me maddened by poison.”

      “I could try and get him word—”

      “No,” she cut in. “Father watches you, and if he discovers the betrayal, you’ll be shipped off to Ridaeron, and I could never forgive myself for such a horror. I simply have to hope that maybe, this time, Joren realizes something is wrong.”

      Finding little solace in any of the news, Rapunzel returned to her bedroom and her preferred seat. Sebille swept up the end of the three-meter silver braid trailing behind her and began unravelling it.

      This was their bonding time, a twenty-nine-year custom they’d both enjoyed since the first day Sebille’s mother came to the castle as the royal tailor years ago.

      At the time of her father’s betrayal, her braided hair had been a few inches below her hips. Now it trailed the ground when Rapunzel walked if it wasn’t bound up in an intricate styling.

      “Shall we wear it up today, Your Highness?”

      “Please.”

      Once conversation resumed, the discussion turned to Sebille’s family in Floren, a distant port city on Eisland’s eastern shores where her mother and father had taken years of wages saved while working for the royal family and turned her grandfather’s shop into a marvel of refined quality.

      Long after the sun set and Sebille retired to the main castle, Rapunzel remained alone in her chair by the window. She touched her hand against the chilly glass and wiped the condensation with her thumb.

      After years of imprisonment, she'd learned to work her magic around the bracelets on her wrists. She closed her eyes and willed herself beyond her body, letting the magic flow through every limb. It was cold but pleasant, a tingle that reached through to her heart and soul.

      Outside, a snow drift spun up into the air. Rapunzel pushed her consciousness from the tower and into the crystalline flakes, reveling in the limited freedom her magic allowed her. It had taken years of painstaking attempts, but each time she tried, she managed to control the snow longer and venture out farther.

      As a flurry, she sped through the air on the breeze and swirled past the gardens to the edge of the noble district. Laughter and lights spilled out of the many windows, a direct contrast with the darker portions of the city below.

      It hadn’t always been like this. She remembered the way the entire city shined with illumination, a glowing beacon that hugged the coast. Now it seemed only the wealthy had the privilege.

      As she streamed further down into the city, more and more streets appeared dark. A few lights shone in the merchant district, mostly on the Silken Road, but beyond that everything was black.

      People huddled together in their homes around small fires for warmth if they were lucky. Many more out on the streets didn’t even have that small comfort.

      She barely recognized her home anymore. Worse, there was nothing she could do to aid them, and that helplessness was her true prison.
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      Muir thought very little of the Eislanders. They smiled to his face but spoke ill of him behind his back, too dimwitted to realize he understood.

      Griffins had a voracious appetite for learning languages, picking up new tongues as often as Eisland nobles frequented pleasure dens. That was another reason to frown.

      How could they take something personal, such as the acts of love between two mates, and cheapen it to a service for mere coins? Worse was the way they all seemed to laugh and boast about their tawdry encounters.

      He hated this place. He hated the stink of it and the smokestacks billowing over the city at the bottom of the hill, and he loathed the sight of the dirty-faced peasantry—not because he resented poor people, but because true royalty would have gone hungry before their commoners starved and lived in such poverty.

      He couldn't imagine Anastasia and Alistair ignoring their people. They had worked alongside the common folk of Cairn Ocland with their own hands and claws to restore ruined cities. Multiple times.

      He doubted the Eisland nobility would tolerate dirt beneath their nails.

      Three days had been enough to cement his opinion of them, no matter how much Fillian tried to befriend him. The man was a strict taskmaster with a tight guest schedule, taking Muir around the city and introducing him to high-society visitors by day and different entertainments in the city by night. Plays. Opera. Acrobatics and orchestra. Soon, they’d be joining the king and queen for dinner.

      Muir would have preferred to stay outside in the fresh air. Between the king’s sly, backhanded comments about Cairn Ocland, and the queen carrying the scent of liquor on her person like she’d pickled herself with the alcohol always on her breath, he found their company intolerable.

      “Yes, yes, but when will I see the wineries? The vineyards. I would like to see those,” Muir said again, sometimes wondering if maybe he was speaking the wrong language for how much the man ignored him. He’d already had two tours of the castle grounds and seen every inch of the courtyard.

      Fillian graced him with a nervous smile. “Your request has been noted, Lord Muir, I assure you.” He fluffed his powder blue curls and gestured to a doorway to the left. “Ah, this way, milord. I have been tasked to show you the cellars since you harbor such an interest in our vintages.”

      Muir grunted. “Fine.” He’d seen almost every inch of the castle save for one of the western towers, and when he’d asked about it, they'd merely said it was an uninhabited portion of the castle requiring work once the weather improved. Nothing of interest. He glanced at it in passing then paused, spotting a feminine silhouette in the window. He studied it for a moment then sighed and stepped through the door.

      The cellars were another wasted hour of Fillian describing the many vintages, the occasions for each specific bottle’s usage, and the great history behind the royal family’s profound friendship with the monarchs of Creag Morden.

      Once darkness fell and he was able to shake his guide, he moved out onto the garden. So far, he'd met everyone but the princess, and he found it strange that no one would speak of her except to say she was ill.

      Lost in thought, he traveled down the path and drew up short when the cool temperature plummeted even more. No one had shown him this garden before, and he wondered why. It looked overgrown and abandoned, the ideal place to transform.

      If he returned before dawn, they’d never know he left at all, and with the cover of darkness, no one would notice a griffin flying over Eisland. Before he could enact his plan, a wall of frigid wind struck him with the ferocity of a snow giant’s fist.

      

      An abundance of her father’s prized frost roses grew in the garden, but they weren't Rapunzel’s favorite. Saddened by the sight of her beloved lavender trumpets choked by the unkempt grass, she swirled around them and used the power of the wind to rip the taller grasses free from the ground.

      Heavy bootsteps tread over the ground to her rear, the tread of a large man on the snow-dusted ground. Petrified, she swirled away behind a rose bush.

      If they ever caught her—assuming her spiritual snow form resembled her physical body—she'd lose this one freedom. There were worse tortures to bind magic, after all, and the manashackles were considered a light and humane punishment for neutralizing magic.

      Instead of a guard on his nightly rounds, a stranger came into view around the bend. He was a tall man, handsome in features with bright eyes that shone amber in the limited lantern light and hair that coursed over his shoulders like liquid fire.

      She’d never seen the color before in her kingdom. He wore no Eisland fashion she’d ever seen and had a rather majestic look about him, a certain poise she expected to see in nobility. This had to be the man her maid spoke of, the ambassador from across the sea.

      Drifting past the roses, she remained near enough to observe but stayed out of sight. Did he and Cairn Ocland plan to join her father’s cruel business of trading slaves?

      Perhaps she could scare him off, if such were the case. The impulsive idea surged through her, giving force and a focus to her anger. She streamed forward from the roses with all her fury. Maybe if this foreigner thought the place was haunted, or bothered by a snow beastie, he'd run off and flee back to his ship.

      He staggered back, but instead of shrieking and running for the castle, he leaned into the cold blast. Then there was an explosion of feathers and soft down, a sudden transition that swept away the man and replaced him with a creature larger than their mightiest draft horse.

      Rapunzel dashed into the trees for cover and peered at him through the glossy white foliage. A griffin! She'd heard tales of them, had even fancied as a child she’d seen them in the distance—though she knew it had only been a sea hawk—but never believed they were truly real. The beast was handsome, feathers tawny and golden brown touched with red, like the man’s hair had been.

      He darted around in a circle and reared onto his powerful hind legs. Gods, he was beautiful—and coming straight at her.

      If the snow flurry form wasn’t soundless, she would have shrieked. All thought and reason fled her mind as the winged beast barreled into the trees. She raced away from him and across the palace grounds toward the hills. Fields passed beneath her as she pushed herself faster and faster, but the griffin matched her in speed and agility, twisting and taking wild turns through the darkened skies. Finally, she angled downward to the edge of a vineyard slope and decided to make a stand.

      Once the particles of ice and snow coalesced into a feminine silhouette, she held out her hands toward the creature and prepared for impact. It hurtled toward her, ferocious foreclaws extended.

      At the last moment before impact, he pulled up and soared over her instead for a clumsy crash into the slope. Instead of landing with grace and dignity, he became a crumpled pile of feathers and gorgeous fur.

      Oh no! Injuring him hadn’t been her intent. She drifted over to inspect the crashed griffin from a respectful distance.

      Unlike the gentle khione who inhabited the frozen forests and snowy plains, she lacked the ability to transfer her voice to this form and could do nothing but drift around him and pray he hadn’t broken his neck.

      He’s not moving. I killed him. What if he wasn’t even the lord from Cairn Ocland or some mustache-twirling associate of her father, but an innocent man she’d terrorized for no reason at all?

      

      Everything hurt. Everything. He’d tumbled at the end and came out of it in a heap, discovering the frigid ground of the vineyards was every bit as hard as it appeared at a distance.

      He’d been prepared to go in for the kill until he’d realized his assailant had a feminine shape with curves—the traits of a woman well into adulthood.

      Groaning, he flopped onto his side and lurched to all fours again before dropping his hind end against the cold ground. He tried to shake it off, but the unrelenting pain in his left wing didn’t abate. The warm trickle of fresh blood soaked through the downy plumage beneath it, a broken blood feather leaking fat droplets on the ground. Shit.

      Movement shifted in front of him. His gaze darted from the injury to the female snow creature, her small hand outstretched and icy fingers extended toward his wing.

      Instinct took over. He rose tall and fluffed up to appear larger, spreading his wings, although it hurt like hell to move the left one at all. His show of enormous size lasted only a few seconds before he realized she wasn’t attacking.

      She shrank back instead.

      Hot blood continued to well from the broken feather shaft, prompting him to ignore her long enough to twist his head beneath the injured wing. He tugged the feather free and tossed it aside on the vines. The last thing he needed was to bleed to death and be found on the hillside while Ana and Alistair charged Eisland wrongfully for the crime. Stars above, it’d be all his fault. He didn’t fear death, but if he died, he at least wanted it to be for a reason.

      Relieved the worst was over, he dropped his haunches again and relaxed. The creature had moved toward his discarded feather and lifted it in the air without using her hands, staring at it with amazed eyes.

      James had described the female elementals of the mountains as hungry and bloodthirsty stone nymphs, barely human creatures, but this thing seemed curious. Her snowy attack hadn't harmed him, and his injury had already clotted. He watched her for a while with his head canted.

      “Are you a nymph?” he asked, wondering if such creatures spoke.

      She shook her head and turned the feather over and over in the air, studying it. The drop of blood at the very tip of the broken shaft froze into a perfect ruby drop.

      Fascinated, he shuffled his wings and moved closer despite the frigid wind emanating from her. “What are you?” he persisted. Certainly not human. He racked his brain, thinking over the many creatures he'd learned about over the years. Ifrit were fire and air. Was there a variant of jinn that created ice?

      She shrank away from him. Blast.

      Now that he thought of what happened, he felt like the foolish one who had terrorized her. He’d been snooping in the garden and disturbed some poor creature. Perhaps she was a simple ice spirit, the Eisland equivalent of a sprite. He’d ask James and Ana—not his hosts, as he didn't want to tip them off that he’d been creeping around at night.

      “I won’t hurt you,” he said in a softer voice. “I know I may look large and terrifying, but I’m not. You may have startled me, little one, but I swear you have nothing at all to fear from me.” He folded his wings down to his sides, the tenderness fading, and relaxed his posture until he no longer towered above her.

      The creature stiffened, no longer skittish and shy. Both hands went to her hips, the language of an angry woman identical across all cultures and kingdoms. He blinked at her. What had he done?

      “I meant no offense,” he murmured, bowing his head to her until his beak was almost level with his knees.

      She blew on the feather with its frozen blood drop and sent it back to him. Then her form dissipated into snowflakes and mist.

      He spun around in a circle but saw no sign of her, no frost on the wind or gentle snowflakes. He sighed. Whatever she had been, she had been lovely indeed. He plucked up the feather in his beak and tested his wings, delighted to find nothing ached too much for the return flight to the castle.

      Tomorrow night, he’d look for those vineyards supposedly tended by slaves. Tonight, he’d better hurry back before his presence was missed.

      

      At the start of the next day, Muir drew a hot bath and soaked away the lingering aches caused by his crash, only twice having to chase away amiable maids offering their services. They were constantly there, batting their lashes at him and asking if m’lord needed any company during his baths, or warm comforts during the nights.

      Afterward, he donned his formal garb, pairing his clan tartan with one of many fine shirts tailored for the occasion of rubbing elbows with royalty and nobles alike. Anastasia had insisted he dress the part of a high lord, even sending him to Creag Morden’s royal city of Lorehaven to be fitted for a new wardrobe. He’d been disappointed by their lack of knowledge when it came to Ocland fashion, but the tailor had made a solemn vow to be well-versed when he returned.

      For a moment, Muir admired the pale cream shirt against the charcoal, silver, and dark purple tartan, turning left and right in the mirror. He ran his fingers through his hair a few times, eventually caught on that he was preening, and tore himself away from it.

      Fillian waited for him in the hall, the man’s fist poised to knock. “Ah, there you are, my lord. King Harold is prepared to grant your personal audience as requested.”

      “Excellent.” He would have clapped Fillian on the shoulder if the fragile man wouldn’t bend like a reed beneath his hand. “Thank you for arranging this on short notice. It couldn’t be easy, given how often the king is busy.”

      Navigating the castle reminded Muir of wandering a silent graveyard, its vacant halls occupied by the occasional feather-dusting maid or stoic guard. An oppressive gloom lingered in the air, heavy and palpable, crushing his shoulders like iron weights whenever he entered the immense structure.

      Wrong. It pervaded everything, but he shook it off time and time again as their guest. Fillian led him to an open door flanked by two armed members of the royal guard in white steel. Another two waited inside.

      The study had to be one of the least ostentatious rooms he’d seen in the palace. No gold, silver, or jewels winked from the various corners. Instead, the wood-paneled walls had been polished to a satin sheen and marble statuettes gleamed from displays in recessed alcoves. Horns from an unfamiliar creature hung over the hearth, and a shaggy white pelt occupied the floor before it. Perhaps they belonged to the same animal. Whatever it had been, it must have been immense in size.

      “Ah, Lord Muir, welcome.”

      “Greetings, Your Majesty.”

      The king gestured for him to take a seat on a high-backed chair opposite his sturdy desk. “Fillian tells me you desire a private audience to discuss matters on behalf of your kingdom.”

      “I do, Your Majesty. They are matters I hope to keep between our two kingdoms, words for your ears alone.”

      King Harold nodded to the motionless, armor-clad guards standing watch in the corner of the room. Both slipped away and left the study, though their scent lingered in the area, a smell of stale sweat and metal. They hadn’t gone far.

      “I must apologize. I’ve been a poor host since your arrival. I’m not the young man I once was, and the rigors of ruling for so many years have taken their toll.” His thin smile never reached his eyes. They were bleak and black, appearing more shark-like by the second, like the enormous beasts cruising in the Viridian, sometimes surfacing to capture a sea bird. “Now, tell me, what was of such vital importance we needed to speak in absolute privacy?”

      “King Alistair is ready to bring our kingdom out of its isolation. We have enjoyed trade with Creag Morden for many years, and now that we have a bay, we are looking to expand our trade with other nations.”

      “Yes, I was most curious to learn about your bay. I remember sailing past your coastline in my youth. It was nothing but cliffs.”

      Muir smiled, pride in his countrymen overcoming the discomfort the king’s presence created. “A marvel of Oclander ingenuity and cooperative work.”

      “Yes, yes, it certainly must be a sight.” The king steepled his fingers together. “Of course, there is the matter of the people you’ve put in charge of your burgeoning fleet.”

      “You speak of your former naval officer, James Hook.”

      “A traitor to my country, Lord Muir. One your monarchs refuse to hand over despite the compact our countries are a part of.”

      Having expected the topic to come up, Muir spread his hands and put on a placating smile. “Would you not say the matter of piracy has been resolved without further bloodshed or the loss of more lives?” he asked smoothly.

      “Piracy still exists.”

      “Yes, but the greatest and most powerful players have been defanged.”

      “Be that as it may, Hook should still be brought to us, as per the compact agreements.”

      “One of our own citizens, a great fairy, spoke of an enchanted weapon of great destruction aboard one of your vessels. As I understand, such a creation is a dire breach of the compact.”

      The king froze. His eyes turned hard and beady, dark in his ashen face. “Do you accuse my kingdom of—”

      “I don’t accuse you of anything, King Harold. I am merely stating facts. Queen Anastasia and King Alistair consider themselves peacekeepers. This is a vast sea with many kingdoms at odds, and the fae are an integral part of our nation. They also do not lie.” He leaned forward. “One would say they are almost incapable of lying.”

      “Admiral Teach—”

      “Must have taken his vendetta against James Hook to extremes and acted against your wishes. Unless you’re saying you approved of his methods.”

      “No. No, of course not. As you said, such a weapon is against the compact.”

      “As we all thought. But dear Tinker Bell took quite a liking to Captain Hook, and in favor of maintaining order, our queen proposed the only solution to our dilemma. By taming Hook, we’ve drawn half of the Viridian’s pirates under our control. With them, we will squash any who remain.”

      Harold’s white-knuckled grip upon the arms of his chair eased. “Your queen is a wise woman.”

      “That she is, Your Majesty, and part fae herself.”

      “While I now see the advantage, as you say, to keeping Hook on a tight leash in your kingdom, there still is the disturbing matter of the lies he has levied against us.”

      “Allow me to ease your worries. The only slavery concerning our monarchs are the trade and sale of our fae. As I said, the sprites are an integral part of Cairn Ocland and tied to the births of our little ones. Their number is finite, as they do not breed in the traditional sense.”

      “I see.”

      “Unfortunately, our neighbors do not see, and ties with Liang are strained more than ever.”

      “I’ve found Emperor Da’Wio to be an obstinate and difficult man. They’ve raised the price of silk twice this year and levy incredible taxes against our wines. He’s no friend of Eisland.”

      “An observation you and I share, Your Highness. Despite our best efforts, our negotiations with them have gone poorly, and we’ve had to barricade our border against their continuing encroachment.”

      King Harold’s brows rose. “Worse off than us, I see. At least we still do trade. But not for your sort, I assure you.”

      “We have no reason to believe you are dealing with Liang when it comes to our sprites. Though, we do ask, should any cross your shores, that you free them at once and let us know. We would be most grateful.”

      “Of course, we could certainly do that.”

      “Excellent.” Muir leaned back in his seat, accomplishing the impossible by swallowing the bile in his throat. Spewing so many falsehoods made him feel oily and unclean, no better than the man before him.

      I am better. It’s for a good cause. A necessity, he reminded himself.

      “I’m glad we could come to this understanding. Eisland would be happy to negotiate trades with Cairn Ocland. After all, I’m sure there is much we have to offer one another. But let us save that discussion for another time. Until then, I’ll instruct Fillian to arrange a visit to our vineyards. It is good for our trade partners to observe what goes into our wines, so you better understand their value.”

      “I look forward to the education.”
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      Muir’s chance to visit the vineyards came five days after his arrival. Five long, boring days with nothing to show for his presence other than a headache. The chance to escape the castle and its stuffy occupants made the hour-long carriage ride with Fillian worth every torturous second of the steward’s inane prattling.

      He had hoped to find people with a different mindset this far from the city, but their greeting party proved otherwise. Muir was welcomed by a man in a red velvet frock coat and hair powdered mint green. The woman beside him sported matching hair and a pink dress covered with so many frills and layers that Muir thought she resembled an iced cake.

      “Lord Muir, please allow me to present Vintner Jarkon and his wife, Primilla. They produce the absolute best vintages Eisland has to offer.” Fillian bowed to their hosts for the day. Muir settled for a respectful nod.

      “Welcome to Crestreach Estate, Lord Muir.” Jarkon bowed. “We are humbled to have you honor our vineyard with your presence.”

      Muir forced a pleasant smile to his face. “It is I who am honored. I’ve been most eager to see the vineyards your kingdom is so famed for.”

      Jarkon puffed up, proud as any griffin. “Excellent. If you’ll please follow me, I have a carriage ready to give you the grand tour. I hope you won’t mind, but my daughter, Linette, asked if she may join us.”

      “I’d be delighted.”

      They left the royal carriage behind and took seats in a smaller wagon with sturdy wheels designed for rough terrain. Linette waited for them, already in her seat with a fur blanket draped over her lap. Her long, golden hair showed no signs of colored powder, but flowers had been woven into the long tresses.

      Muir felt plain by comparison, lacking their bright colors. Makeup was still a new fashion statement to reach Cairn Ocland, but here in Eisland, even the men had blushing, rosy cheeks and eyes traced by silver.

      Fillian, Primilla, and Jarkon took one bench, forcing Muir to sit beside Linette. It wasn’t that he disliked female company, but that he didn’t understand Eisland women whose every action seemed choreographed to invite a man between their legs. Linette shifted, the movement putting her a little closer. Her dress, the same purple color as her painted lashes, barely contained her breasts.

      “Have you tried our wines in your kingdom?” she asked.

      “I have, yes. My queen is quite fond of your vintages and has brought them in through Creag Morden.”

      The carriage started forward, drawn by two black horses, down a packed road crusted in old snow past the large manor house and into the surrounding hills.

      “As you can see, it is a long and arduous job here in the vineyards.” Jarkon gestured to the vines on either side of the dirt lane. Lines of adult workers filled the narrow rows, each of them wearing thick gloves and protective coats.

      “How much work do the vines require?” Muir asked.

      “Many hours. While the gloves protect the workers, they also make the picking process slower. They can only harvest a few berries at a time. The most skilled can grab four or five.”

      “And how many grapes to make a single bottle?”

      “Hundreds. So, as you can imagine, it takes hours of long, cold labor to bring in a harvest. The results though are worth the effort. Here, have a sample.” Jarkon produced a bottle and small crystal glasses from a basket at his side. The sweet, chilly liquid looked like pale sunlight. “We haven’t exported this vintage beyond Eisland yet, so you’re in for a treat.”

      “The workers must be paid extraordinarily well to devote so much time to the task,” Muir said slyly.

      “Ah, well, yes, of course.” The first tiny glass shook in Jarkon’s hands. He passed it over to Muir before a drop could spill and filled the rest to pass around.

      “Daddy pays those who are free workers,” Linette said during his silence. “Others work here to pay off debts.”

      “Oh?” One of Muir’s brows raised. “Are there workers who aren’t free?”

      “All are here by choice, I assure you,” Jarkon said.

      “It is customary in Eisland for those who owe debts to society or lenders to volunteer to work the vineyards until the balance is paid,” Fillian explained. “They are, of course, given food and shelter during this tenure.”

      “Indeed.” Jarkon regained his smile. “In fact, many stay on afterward as hired hands. Shall we toast?”

      “To good company,” Linette said.

      Muir tilted the glass to his lips. It was delicious wine, but he knew that from sampling a bottle or two of the fine stuff James shared from his private collection. Once he finished his wine, he returned the glass to the vintner.

      “I find your system of employment quite fascinating. However—and I am embarrassed to speak of it—there are rumors concerning slavery in your country.”

      “Slaves. Posh.” Jarkon laughed, though to Muir’s keen ears the sound seemed forced.

      “We deal in no such things,” Fillian said. “Lies perpetuated by that traitorous pirate.”

      Muir considered what tact to take and decided to play it careful, infusing his voice with sympathy.

      “Of course. When Hook came to my kingdom with his ridiculous story, I doubted in the veracity of his claims. My clan is full of historians and scholars, and everything I know about Eisland has taught me otherwise.”

      Jarkon’s strained smile eased into a more natural expression. “Ridiculous indeed. Now then, shall we adjourn inside for food and drinks? If you’ve seen one vine you’ve seen them all, I like to say.”

      “Only if this beautiful creature will be joining us.” He raised Linette’s hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. Maybe he’d have better luck if he got the daughter alone.

      Linette giggled. “I will show you whatever you like, Lord Muir.” She pressed in a little closer, a breast threatening to escape her bodice. “Anything at all.”

      His gaze dropped to her plump bosom and held for a moment, the stirrings of arousal stiffening beneath his kilt. Would it be so bad to indulge? He would never have to see her again afterward, if he could force himself to consider her as just a puppet to slake years of thirst.

      “I believe it.” Not even the women among his clan threw themselves at him this way, though many years had passed since his Fiona had died. Life without her had become a slow hell where no woman could ever hold a candle to her liveliness.

      The memory doused his interest like a bucket of cold water.

      The carriage rolled up to the grand manor set on a hilltop where the owners could look out over their vines—and their workers. As though they had to be above everyone and everything. All other buildings were further down the hill, and with his sharp eyes, his sight far superior to any mere human, he made out workers trudging in and out from the most rundown of them all. There weren’t even glass panes in the windows to insulate against the cold, only wooden shutters. The realization made him frown.

      Vintner Jarkon went down first, assisted by a stool and a footman. Fillian followed, leaving Muir to assist Linette from the carriage. He set both hands on her waist and placed her down beside him.

      “You’re awfully strong for a diplomat,” she said.

      “As a leader should be. My position as clan alpha requires me to be fit and strong for my people,” he replied, though he wondered how any of their scrawny nobles protected anyone. James was a man of reasonable size and impressive strength, and he’d held his own against them while sparring for fun before, but his countryman... Muir sighed. Linette apparently took it for pleasure and pressed closer. He tolerated it for a while longer despite the choking scent floating around her like a noxious cloud.

      “What is a clan alpha anyway?” she asked.

      “The undisputed ruler of a clan, though we all swear allegiance to the king and queen. I suppose among your people, the title would be…” He searched his memory for the terms he’d learned in Mordenian.

      During the pause, her eyes lit up. “A prince?”

      “More like a duke,” he corrected her, but the young woman’s excitement didn’t fade.

      She giggled again and led him inside. Her eyes flashed with girlish mischief above a beguiling smile no doubt intended to set him at ease. To trick him into lowering his guard. “Then perhaps we have erred by failing to refer to you by your proper title, Your Grace.”

      Like everything else in Eisland, the place was ostentatious, with wealth displayed in useless ways. As they crossed through the foyer, servants rolled up a carpet on the floor behind them and another stretched out a duplicate in its place.

      They reached the table to find a feast awaiting them, the dinner more lavish and excessive than anything he’d ever seen, piles upon piles of food brought to a table in such quantity they couldn’t touch a fraction of it. Muir tried, but short of changing to his griffin form, he couldn’t even put a dent in it.

      There were roasted chickens and platters of steak, serving dishes overflowing with bite-sized morsels of seafood wrapped in glazed bacon, and garlic-infused crackers smeared with dollops of savory, unidentifiable gray paste. If there was one thing done right in this country, it was food preparation. He tried some of everything until he realized Linnet was staring at him.

      In fact, everyone was. He dabbed his mouth with a linen napkin, wondering if he had food on his chin, but it came away clean. “My compliments to your cook. I have rarely tasted finer,” he said to fill the awkward lull.

      “If you like this, wait until dessert,” Linette said.

      “There’s more?” He blinked at them. How much food could anyone possibly eat?

      “Cook makes the finest soufflé. He used to make it for the princess herself, so there’s no one finer. Daddy lured him away from the castle after her malady. Such a shame, but our gain.”

      Muir aimed a sly smile at Linnet. “Princess Rapunzel, correct? There’s been little mention of her since I arrived. Perhaps you can enlighten me. I wouldn’t want to insult or offend my hosts while staying in their home.”

      “Oh, well,” Fillian said, dabbing his mouth, “it’s such a sad tale, really.”

      Linette waved her fingers and leaned forward in her seat, lowering her voice. “It truly is a sad tale, like out of a romance but without the happy ending.”

      “That would be a romantic tragedy,” Muir said.

      She bounced in her seat, jiggling her generous décolletage. “Yes, that! Our princess is beautiful, but heartbreak and betrayal took her from us.”

      There was no woman in Cairn Ocland weak enough to suffer a loss of sanity over that, but perhaps that was what separated Cairn Ocland and Eisland stock. Sipping his wine, he let the words bounce around his mind for a moment before he tried another angle. “I told Hook he was a fool to leave behind a future and a woman over mere rumors. A true man would stand by his beloved to the end. I would.” He’d hate himself tomorrow for what he planned, but he stretched one leg beneath the table and nudged Linette’s ankle.

      Taking the bait, her slippered foot rose and dragged over his calf. “Not only that, Your Grace. He also killed the man she was set to marry years later. Sent her all sorts of ghastly things, I’m told, like the head of her suitor.”

      Her father cleared his throat. While her cheeks darkened pink, he didn’t utter a single rebuke, as if they thrived on the gossip but propriety required them to put on a show of civility for his sake.

      “Quite barbaric," Muir said, feeling physically ill. He’d never seen such selfish people before, and it turned his stomach to even talk like them.

      Servants came to remove the platters, the four of them dressed in matching uniforms of navy blue with bone-white lace trim—breeches and jackets for the males, miniature skirts and petticoats for the women.

      When the table was cleared, another team arrived with more pastries and chocolates than they could eat. Linette took a small truffle and bit into it, smearing creamy filling on her lips.

      She held his gaze as she licked it off in a gesture no man would misunderstand. His cock shot right up. The forkful of jam-filled tart he’d been lifting to his mouth hovered in midair inches away, forgotten.

      Jarkon clapped Fillian on the shoulder. “Come, my friend. Let us enjoy coffee while my daughter assists our guest with the sweets. My stomach can no longer handle so much sugar.”

      Sweet stars, I haven't had nearly enough wine for this, Muir thought before emptying his glass.

      And like a gentleman with a plan, he refilled Linette’s goblet. Perhaps if he plied her enough she would slip away to rest and leave him be. Or perhaps her lips would loosen enough to spill secrets he needed.

      “I have never seen so many sweets.”

      “The chocolates are my favorite,” Linette said. “Cook fills them with creams, cordials, honey, nuts, and many other delights. Then there is the soufflé, of course, fit for a princess. Do you not have sweets in your kingdom?"

      “I have only had chocolate once before,” he confessed. Even before the war, they hadn’t the trade with Eisland or Samahara to acquire it. He smiled at her across the table and took little caution with the wine. His drinking constitution was as great as his appetite, a thing of supernatural ability. “It isn’t that they’re a luxury for most of us, but that we’re only recently recovered from years of war and begun to make trade agreements with suitable kingdoms. We would like Eisland to be one. Tell me, what do you think are our chances?"

      “Oh, I wouldn’t know of such things.” She took another small dark morsel. “All that talk of trade and negotiations is far beyond me. I know only wine and grapes, though I daresay I’d love to see more of your countrymen if they’re anything like you. Did your wife not wish to accompany you?”

      A pang, like a chisel through his chest, stabbed right into his heart. A little wine lapped over the top of his glass until he steadied his hand.

      Fiona had never fallen so easily for his charms. In fact, she’d resisted him for months, pushing him off and claiming she didn't want an alpha’s son. Winning her over had been the greatest prize until the day she accepted him as her mate. On that day, he’d known he could never be happier. There was no greater treasure.

      Muir’s throat didn’t want to cooperate. He sipped the wine again, though it had turned bitter in his mouth. Sour. “I haven’t a wife actually. But aye, we’re all similar, though I’d say the males of my clan are among the largest, next to the bears.”

      “You have many clans then. How fascinating. They say your king is a dragon, though father believes that is a fanciful title.”

      Muir managed to grin. “Alistair comes from a long line of dragon kings. I’m afraid the story is rather long and would bore you, but I can testify to the truth of the rumors you’ve likely heard of my countrymen.”

      “A dragon. How exhilarating! And he’s the only one they say? But he has children, can I assume they also share his gift?”

      She questioned him as fine as any interrogator, asking about the royal family and their plans for the children. And she did it all while trying to distract him with the way she ate, sometimes sucking chocolate from her thumb. Muir pitied any lesser man who might have faced her charms.

      “It’s hereditary, and I’ve yet to see a circumstance where it isn’t passed on.” He raised his brows at her suggestively. “Even among human women such as yourself. So you could say that dallying with one of us runs the risk of an interesting motherhood.” Would that be enough to deter her? She’d either flee the table screaming or the very idea of it would intrigue her more. He needed to present a strong and powerful Cairn Ocland, enough to intimidate his hosts into realizing they were better off making friends with them—not enemies.

      She didn’t scream, but she did lean forward further. “I think any woman would be pleased and lucky to marry into your kingdom and bear your children. Perhaps you'll find a wife here in my kingdom. A lovely way to seal alliances, don’t you agree?”

      “Is that so?" He considered what he'd learned from Anastasia regarding noblewomen, wet nurses, and nannies—governesses who raised the child for a high-born mother as she spent her own time throwing parties, hosting galas, and generally being too selfish to raise her own offspring. He didn't want a woman like that and couldn’t imagine it. Again, a sharp pang of heartache stabbed him in the chest.

      Fiona would have been an excellent and caring mother. If she hadn't been taken too early from him.

      “Definitely, Your Grace.”

      “Although I’ve yet to become a father, I have it on good authority that our children can be entirely demanding.” He smiled. “As can husbands. We like large families, and it keeps a wife quite busy in both the bedchamber and labor bed.”

      She blinked, a momentary lapse of the charming mask and wit meant to ensnare him. In the next heartbeat, it raised again with another coy smile. “Ladies of worth are lucky to have those to aid them, then. Shall we see the gardens? Or is there something else you’d like to see?”

      Blast. He’d expected that to be enough to scare her off.

      “The garden then. Shall we?” He rose from the table and crossed to assist her, offering an arm. How far could he take this for his king and country before feeling like the worst kind of ass? “Tell me more about the royal family. Does this mean Prince Joren is next in line to take the throne?”

      “He is, yes. Such a handsome, accomplished prince too. Trained in magic, you know. A sorcerer. After his sister fell ill, he took it hard, but he’s stepped up to defend our kingdom and succeed his father when the time comes. Have you met him yet?”

      “I haven’t had the pleasure.” The prince was probably the desire of all the eligible young women and many of the married ones too. According to James, monogamy was an optional feature in Eisland.

      “Silly me, of course you haven’t. He’s still out and away. But, I’m told he’s due home soon.” She lowered her voice as she shared her tidbit. “I know one of the sailors aboard his ship, and his recent letter told me they’re due home in a few days’ time. Isn’t that lovely?”

      “I look forward to our introduction. My king and queen hope to strengthen the alliances, and I'm rather willing to do whatever it takes to see their will done.”

      Linette kept her pace slow, lingering near the stairs, but when he showed no interest in veering off course, she led the way to the gardens. It wasn’t long until the men rejoined them. After another hour of conversation, Fillian finally provided an excuse to leave. Muir bid Linette goodbye with a kiss to her fingers and had never been happier to end up stuck with Fillian once more.

      They headed back to the castle with little to show for his efforts except a distinct discomfort about the people he was surrounded with. He knew the prince was coming home, not that it did him much good. He'd have to return on his own to get to the truth about the vineyard workers. After seeing the yields in the cellars, he reasoned there was no plausible way so few workers with gloved hands could have harvested them all.

      

      Rapunzel hadn’t seen her mysterious griffin again in the gardens, but Sebille arrived with the newest gossip. Now she had a name. Muir of Clan Leomlaire.

      “Did he bring servants with him? Slaves?”

      “No. None, Your Highness. He came to the palace without an entourage. His ship remains in our harbor, and word has it the captain is none other than Captain Vandry herself.”

      “The pirate sorceress?”

      Sebille dipped her head. “Yes. From what I overheard in the royal chambers, his king and queen have given amnesty to almost all of the scourges who once haunted the Viridian Sea and made honest sailors of them again.” She hesitated a moment, fanning her hands before adding, “Even James Hook.”

      Her head snapped up, and her eyes widened. “Really? James is in Cairn Ocland now?” So many years and she’d never heard a word from him. Her maid would have at least told her if he’d tried, even if she never received the letters. Time had dulled the pain and left a bitter ache behind instead. “Have you spoken with him at all?”

      “Only a little in passing, but he seems amiable. A friendly giant with a kindly sort of grace about him when he acknowledges us. I overheard him saying Hook is now the admiral of their navy and that a fleet is underway, over two dozen fine ships to be built in Creag Morden with the best enchanted canvas imported from Samahara. It'll be a thing of beauty, Your Majesty.” She wrung her hands together.

      “You needn’t worry for my feelings, Sebille. I’m not going to break down on you, if that’s what you think. I’m glad James has found a new life for himself, even if it is with pirates and foreigners. He has a ship, that’s all that matters I suppose. He loves the sea.”

      “Are you certain, Princess? They say time heals all wounds, but... you and James were to be married.”

      “Nearly thirteen years ago. And he never saw need to come for me so... I’m quite certain his feelings waned or he assumed I agreed with Father. It is what it is, and I’ve moved past it. If he is living a good life, then so be it. I know he’s hassled Father for the last few years. That’s something, at least.”

      “He has,” Sebille agreed. She bit her lower lip then murmured in a gentle voice. “He’s married, they say. To a fae. A grand ceremony took place only months ago in Cairn Ocland.”

      “Oh….” No wonder Sebille had looked hesitant to tell her. The news struck a painful blow despite the cushion of years. He’d left her, never come back, not even sent word, and now he had a wife of his own. “Oh, I see….”

      “I’m sorry, Princess.”

      “Thank you for telling me, Sebille. Your visits are always the kindest.”

      “Is there anything special I can bring you next time? A soufflé perhaps? Wine? I’m sure your father would allow you a bottle.” If it meant she kept quiet. The silent words hung between them and Rapunzel forced a small smile.

      “No, thank you. I need nothing special. Take care of yourself, Sebille."

      “And you, Your Highness.”

      Once her maid left, she dropped her false sense of cheer and lowered to the chair beside the window. Tonight, she would seek her griffin again.

      Moments later, Rapunzel was flying through the light snow on a winter breeze, hidden in the snowflakes. She paused when she spotted Lord Muir seated in the garden with his hands clasped and a look of concentration on his face, as if he were lost to deep thought.

      Cautious, she swirled up into the trees and watched him from above. Just when she thought to venture closer, he brought out the most unexpected of objects. Moonlight shone against the small mirror cradled in his large hands. Was he so vain he needed to admire himself like a bird studying its reflection in a pond?

      No. This man was far different from any lord born of Eisland, with his brawny shoulders and muscled arms, long hair without added color or stiff curls. Then he began to speak into the mirror in an unfamiliar language with a lovely cadence. Were her heart real and not composed of snow, it would have sped.

      Then a voice spoke back to him. She drifted over and dared to peek over his shoulder. A lovely woman stood there in his view, with a golden-eyed man beside her. They both wore crowns atop flame-hued hair and had to be the most handsome couple she had ever seen.

      So painstakingly beautiful it hurt, and she envied them, wishing with all her soul she could be a free queen of her own domain wed to a husband with even a fraction of their king’s beauty.

      But that future had been robbed from her.

      

      The night gave Muir the best time for thinking, so he weighed the recent events in his head along with everything he'd seen. Was there something he had missed? Some clue or little tidbit of information that had seemed inconsequential at the time? Ana and Alistair would be waiting for him to report in, but so far he had nothing aside from food waste and materialistic gentry doing what their sort were known to do.

      Positive he was alone in the privacy of the garden, as he’d seen no one wandering at night, not even the servants, he drew a small mirror and traced his finger along the edge. Speaking in the castle wasn’t as easy when there were walls to disguise eavesdroppers. Even his room didn’t feel secure. Here, at least, he’d smell them approaching.

      Soft, pale light shimmered against the surface. The reflection of the snowy sky above faded away, replaced by the familiar warmth of the library at Benthwaite.

      “Muir, so lovely to see you,” Anastasia said in greeting. She stepped into view with her usual bright, genuine smile. A moment later, the king stepped in beside her.

      “Glad to hear from you at last. If another day passed, I was going to fly there myself,” Alistair grumbled. There was warmth in his eyes though, and a grin spread over his face. “How are you? Busy getting to know the Eislander ladies?”

      Muir grunted. “Unfortunately. All I’ve found are thimble-brained bimbos and desperation.”

      “I did warn you,” Anastasia said, looking satisfied and smug.

      “You did. As did Lady Victoria, but I’d hoped your perception of the kingdom was painted by poor experience.”

      “You mean, you hoped we were exaggerating.”

      “Yes.” As much as he hated to admit it, the truth was the truth.

      “Who’s that behind you?” Ana asked.

      Behind him? Muir glanced over a shoulder and saw nothing but swirls of snow on the brisk wind.

      “I see and smell nothing. No one is close by, my queen.”

      “Please, I’ve told you a dozen times, just Ana is fine. And I swear I thought there was a face in the snow for a moment.”

      “I assure you, there’s no one here, though it does remind me of something I wanted to ask you. Do you know anything of ice elementals in Eisland? I encountered something strange the other evening.”

      “Elementals?” Anastasia pursed her lips. “Not that I know of, but I’ve never been to their kingdom. I can look it up if you like. Now, I have heard about wraiths in their mountains, but I have no idea if they’re real or simply stories meant to scare naughty children into bed.”

      “This was no frightening spectre. It had a feminine shape and led me on a chase,” he explained.

      “You mean it attacked you?” Alistair asked.

      “No, not really. I don’t think it meant to harm me at all, and I was the one who chased it. In fact, it—she—seemed concerned when I broke a blood feather.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “If James is in port, would you ask him for me? If anyone would know, it should be him.”

      “Just a moment, he and Tink are visiting now. James! James, do you have a moment?”

      The view in the mirror shifted from Ana and Alistair to James. He leaned in close, until the queen’s amused voice spoke up from somewhere to the side.

      “You needn’t put your nose to the crystal ball, James. He can see you better if you take a step back.”

      “Like this?” James asked.

      “I see you, old man,” Muir said.

      “Ah, Muir, excellent to see you’ve survived your first few days. So, how many women have thrown themselves at you so far? Nigel and I have a bet, and I am eager to collect my money,” James said in fluent Mordenian, not yet capable of speaking the Oclander tongue, although he was learning it slowly.

      Muir scowled at the former pirate in the mirror. “Far too many, you arse. I can’t take a step without some wench tossing her bosom in my face. I lost count at seventeen.”

      “Ha! I’ve won,” James crowed. “He thought our ladies would be far too snobbish to express interest in shifter men. I thought they’d be hungry for anyone with muscles, regardless of whether he can turn into a beast. Belle agreed with me, bless her. Now, what do you need?”

      A rush of cold collided with Muir’s back before crashing into the mirror. He leapt to his feet as the glass iced over and a small crack split across its lower half.

      He spun each direction for the source of the assault and saw nothing but frigid garden. Whatever had attacked him was gone. When he looked at the mirror, three concerned faces gazed back at him.

      “Muir, are you all right? What was that?” Ana asked.

      “I think my snowy friend returned,” Muir said. “James, do you know anything of a spirit that shapes snow?”

      “No, that doesn’t ring a bell. There are stone nymphs in the mountains I warned you about, and ice wraiths deep in slopes, but….” He stroked his chin, and then his eyes lit up with interest. “You may have attracted a khione, although it’s uncommon to see one so close to the castle. Still, I’ve never heard of one doing that.”

      “Khione? What do they do then?”

      “Our word for them in Eislandic translates literally to snow waif in the Mordenian tongue. A sighting is quite rare. They are an actual embodiment of the snow, similar to your sprites, like Belle once was, and enjoy causing mischief. Sometimes they leave gifts for little girls.”

      He traced a finger over the hairline fracture and frowned. “It seemed quite upset at you, James.”

      “Upset is an understatement,” Alistair muttered.

      James shrugged meekly. “I cannot imagine why she was upset at me when I haven’t stepped on Eisland soil in nearly thirteen years. I’ve certainly never harmed one, as far as I can remember. If she’s come to you twice, I’d say she must like you and fancy you for a romantic encounter. They occasionally seek males to… sow their oats, so to speak. Perhaps you can coax her into physical form and ask her why another time.”

      “I don’t think she can speak. I tried, but whenever the creature moved its mouth, no sound emerged. She flew like a flurry and didn’t look like a girl until I crashed.”

      James blinked. “That’s unusual. Whatever you do, I wouldn’t mention it to the castle staff unless she becomes aggressive beyond what just happened. They’ll only seek her out and run her off, or harm her, especially if she’s made a home nearby.”

      Muir snorted. “As if I tell them anything. They’re a tight-lipped group on most topics, especially their princess. Forgive me, if that’s painful, but I thought I should mention it as I know it. I have yet to see the princess. They change the subject and insist she is ill.”

      James’s gaze softened. “Ill? Doubtful. I imagine she may want nothing to do with you because of me. Guilty by proxy, of course. Who could blame her if she still loathes me after all of these years?”

      “How do you know she loathes you at all?”

      James gave a low, almost humorless chuckle. “I wrote her once or twice afterward, hoping for some sign of her wanting to join me aboard the ship. She called me a vile, treacherous cockgoblin and said to sit on my mast and spin.”

      Anastasia’s eye grew wide, but Alistair snorted back a laugh. The queen swatted her husband on the arm.

      A genuine grin spread across the former pirate’s face. “She was always good with words. It hurt at the time, but I suppose I can laugh at it now.” He quieted for a moment and then said, “I know I shouldn’t ask this of you, but if you’d send word to her—an apology—I would appreciate it greatly. She usually frequents the northwestern tower.”

      “I’ve been told that area is uninhabitable. Yet I’ve seen a woman’s shadow in the windows. The servants and every other gossip I’ve encountered say the last time she was seen she spoke gibberish and could barely walk.”

      James grunted and folded both arms across his chest. “Since when has a boundary ever stopped a griffin from traveling where he wants?”

      “Tell that to Fillian. The man shadows me worse than the floozies you call noblewomen.”

      “I see no shadow behind you now,” James pointed out. “Aside from your snowy friend. I do recall the creatures having a particular fondness for Rapunzel. The first and only time I ever saw one up close, she had come to place a snowblossom in Rapunzel’s hair.”

      “I’ll see what I can find. Though speaking of finding, while I believe your talk of slaves, they’ve gone far out of their way to hide it. I haven’t spied one, though I know what they show me cannot explain their harvests. Any advice? They are determined to represent a perfect utopia.”

      “Snoop,” James said simply. “Unless you can convince them you’re on their side, they'll never freely tell you what they're doing. It’s illegal, and King Harold would lose the favor of the people if word were to ever get out. There would be an uprising. A grand upheaval.” He stroked his chin. “You’ll have to uncover the evidence some other way.”

      “I figured as much. I tried flying to the vineyard the other night but still, nothing. As if they’ve been ordered to hide their slaves away until after I depart or prove myself agreeable to such things.”

      Alistair glanced at his wife. The two nodded, as if a silent conversation transpired between them. “You’re welcome to tell them whatever you must, Muir, if it will gain their trust. We believe in you.”

      “It’s been... sickening. Forgive my failures." He lowered his head. “But I will not give up. Prince Joren is due to return soon.”

      “You may have better luck with him,” James said. “Years have passed since our friendship ended, but I imagine he’s still as noble as ever. He wouldn’t fall in with his father's plans easily.”

      “Let us hope. In the meantime, is there anything I can do to appease this creature? This khione? I feel as if she and I have not had the best of meetings so far, but it seems a kind enough spirit. Friendlier than your countrymen.”

      “They’re skittish by nature. Show her you mean no harm, and let her sate her curiosity.” James snickered. “As for my countrymen, I did warn you.”

      “You did, yes. Very well, I’ll continue the investigation and learn what I can about the princess so your mind may be eased. Any suggestions on how I may pass her word if I’m unable to set eyes upon her?”

      “Her maid, I suppose. Sebille is her name. Don’t ask for her though, that’s too obvious. If I recall, her hair is ash brown and streaked gray. As a lady’s maid, she will be one of the only servants dressed in quality attire, not a uniform.”

      “I’ve seen her. Thank you, James, for your help. Your majesties, I’ll report back when I have something of more substance to relay.”

      “Be safe, Muir,” Anastasia said.

      The mirror shimmered and then darkened, until the night sky was once more reflected in the fractured surface. He tucked it away in the small satchel he wore at his side and released a heavy sigh.

      The khione didn’t return even though he sat for half an hour in silent contemplation. He hoped she might seek him out again another time.

      He abandoned the bench and crossed the snow-covered grass back toward the castle. Then he glanced up at the tower again and saw the glint of starlight against silver. A pale face surrounded by gossamer. There. She was there after all. Now if only he could speak with her.

      Maybe I can.

      The worst thing that could happen was the lass was truly ill, and if she was, it was possible Cairn Ocland or Creag Morden had a cure. A way to help her. If not, if she was merely a hateful shrew locking herself away after Hook left her, his secret would be blown. Damn.

      Then again, the risk was half the fun.

      Muir’s grinned. James was right. What were a few stories to a griffin?
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      James. It was her James. At least he had been her James once. He looked the same, yet different, older with a golden tone to his skin and crinkles at the corners of his eyes that hadn’t been there before when he smiled.

      How could he still be so handsome?

      Something she hadn’t felt in years rose within Rapunzel all at once. Despair, heartbreak, and fury tempered by years of absolute defeat. She’d thought it was all behind her, but it welled up until she rushed at the mirror and collided with it as if she could travel through the thin pane and inflict some of her misery on James as well.

      She awoke with a gasp in her bed. Seeing James again for the first time in twelve years had torn the wound open and rubbed it with rock salt. She wept until the sobs hurt her belly and left her muscles aching, hating him for daring to go on and have the perfect, flawless life while she remained behind trapped in Eisland.

      Gods, look at me. I don’t know what I want. Do I want his happiness or for him to suffer? Do I still love him, or do I loathe him for never returning to rescue me? In an ideal world, in a fairy tale, he would have laid siege to the port city and swept her away on his stolen ship. They’d have sailed into the glorious sunset, and she’d be his wife instead of a captive princess locked away from the world.

      The tears eventually subsided enough for Rapunzel to wash her face at the basin. She applied cream beneath her puffy eyes then sat beside the window to loosen her braid and run a brush through her hair. Brushing it had become an oddly satisfying yet time-consuming comfort over the years.

      On nights like this, with the moon dark in the sky, the stars seemed to shine more brightly than ever, and the Northern Lights dancing over the horizon could be seen for miles. Rapunzel loved to watch the radiant display as purple and green waves pulsed to no particular rhythm.

      For the first time, the sight brought her little joy. Joren was due back any day, and she worried what would happen when he asked to see her. Hated the idea of him seeing her frothing at the mouth like some rabid animal.

      It’d be better for him to see her dead than like that again. Crushing helplessness squeezed her throat. Her recent moods frequently shifted from despair to obstinance, but the temptation to end it all beckoned her to at least unlatch the stained glass window and gaze out into the moonlit world below.

      All she had to do was lean out. A quick fall to the rocks below and everything would be over.

      “No. No, I won’t end it like this. I’ll remain here in this world for spite,” she whispered to herself as she stepped back. If she had the full use of her magic, she could easily escape, but the bracelets on her wrists were her shackles.

      But even if she did escape, where would she go? Who would shelter and hide her from the royal guards? Who would believe her mad tales of slavery when anyone who might have opposed her father had been removed from power?

      Snow began drifting down, swirling flakes carried on a breeze coming from the north. Her clear skies became a haze of white in a matter of minutes. Rather than shut the window, she kept the pane open and stepped away to grab a shawl.

      “Rapunzel!”

      She paused halfway to her wardrobe and cocked her head, certain she was hearing things, but the soft call of her name drifted through the window a second time.

      She dared to peek past the sill, but the thickening snow obscured the garden grounds far below. Who would be calling up to her at this hour? Or was it merely wishful thinking? She strained to listen, but no call of her name came again.

      Calling out in challenge crossed her mind, but then she dismissed the idea. Enchantments had been spun around the window, not to keep her in, but seeming to do something with her voice. She’d come to realize early on that nothing she called out seemed to make any sense to those below. They heard gibberish, or worse.

      Certain her isolation was causing her imagination to run wild, she stepped away and sighed. Everyone knew she was here. They all thought she was sick. Crazed. No one would be coming for her.

      Another noise drew her attention, this time the clatter of stone rather than the whisper of her name. Confusion furrowed her brow, but curiosity returned her to the window. She swung the pane open all the way and leaned out to squint at the frozen world below.

      An immense beak popped up inches from her nose.

      She cried out and stumbled back, throwing up both hands in front of her. A small eddy of snowflakes burst from her fingertips, tiny flecks of snow and ice buffeting the creature’s feathered face. It leaned back from her attack and beat its majestic wings.

      “I mean you no harm.”

      She dropped her hands and backed away until her back struck the wall. While her heart still raced in panic, she recognized the griffin as the Oclander who changed shapes.

      What had Sebille said his name was?

      “I mean you no harm, lass,” the griffin said again. Too large to fit through the window, the creature shifted and climbed through as a man, though it was a tight fit for his broad shoulders.

      With her back to the far wall, she stared at him across the short distance. How long had it been since she’d spoken with anyone but Sebille or her father? She’d lost count of the years, though Sebille informed her of the time.

      “You speak my language,” she said, breathless, heart hammering in her chest.

      “I do.” He didn’t move from the window. “Forgive my manners. I am Muir of Clan Leomlaire, a visitor from Cairn Ocland come… to enjoy this fine country.”

      “And you thought to do so by climbing into my room?”

      Muir ducked his head and chuckled, the sound low and pleasing to her ears. “Apologies. They said you were ill, Princess. I didn’t mean to startle you, but it seemed this was the only way to make your acquaintance.”

      “Ill. Yes, that’s what they would tell you.” He didn’t approach, but neither did she move, both facing off from opposite sides of the round room. “My father would have you banished or worse if he knew you were up here. Come to have a laugh at his crazy daughter, have you?”

      “No.” His voice remained soft, and his dark brows drew close. “I come on behalf of someone who worries about you, and assuaging a friend’s concern means much to me, enough to be worth the risk. Your father, of course, is welcome to attempt to do his worst.”

      “Did my brother send you? No, that wouldn’t be right. Joren has never been to Cairn Ocland so far as I am aware.”

      “I’ve never met your brother, Princess.”

      “Then….” She thought back to the mirror and James’s face reflecting from the glass. Her heartbeat quickened, and her palms grew damp. “Do you mean James Hook? I’m told he married in your kingdom.”

      “Yes.” His gaze darted over her living space. He had the most peculiar eyes, something she hadn’t noticed before when traveling as snow. They were bright yellow, as bright as some of the raptors that dwelled in the northeastern forests. Sometimes they visited during their seasonal migration during the warm months. “He wishes to know if you are well and was most concerned when I spoke of your supposed illness.”

      A flurry of emotions warred within her. Feelings she’d thought she’d dealt with. Stirrings that twisted her heart and her gut in opposing ways. Mouth suddenly dry, she licked her lips and broke eye contact.

      “Yes, I’m sure he was most concerned. So much so he has spent the past twelve years without trying to contact me even once.” She drew in a breath through her nose to quell the rising bitterness and anger. “No matter. You may tell James whatever you like. As for me, well, you see me. Acquaintance made, for whatever it is worth. You can continue with your trade agreements, or bride searches, or whatever it is that’s brought you to Eisland.”

      “What would you have had him do, Your Highness? Risk capture and his neck?” He moved closer, taking his steps slow and studying her. Cautious. “I could tell him whatever I want, but I would like the truth. Are you well?”

      James could have sent a bird or found a sorcerer. She had no doubt that, had someone as clever as him wanted to contact her, he could have done it. He had deserted with two mages aboard his vessel.

      Muir continued to move closer, step by slow step. Refusing to cower in his shadow, she drew herself tall and raised her chin. “I am confined to my rooms and suffer from a lack of company, but not madness, if that is what you are asking.”

      “Wouldn’t it be criminal to imprison royalty, or does your kingdom operate under laws so different from our own?”

      “I am here because my father has decreed it so.” Could she trust this stranger? He had such friendly eyes despite their strange coloring, but she didn’t dare to lower her guard yet. “As he is king, it seems to be allowed. Now, why are you truly here? If you wanted to meet me so badly, I’m certain my father would have paraded me around in the usual manner.”

      Muir hesitated. “Each person I have met implies you were driven mad by Hook’s hand, that you babble, froth, and can’t be trusted to do no harm to others. Now I see you prefer your solitude, and it was a mistake to seek your company.” He backed away.

      A short, harsh laugh escaped before she could reign it in. “No, the solitude is positively maddening, but I don’t know you or why you’re here. You scaled my tower not to spirit me away but to have a look, and you say it is because James Hook has asked you to.”

      She still didn’t know exactly what it was she had seen in the mirror, and she hesitated to mention it and give away her secret. If this really was a trick of her father’s, then she couldn’t let her magic be known.

      Muir’s face flushed red all the way to the top of his ears. “Why would I spirit away a mad woman? James is a good man, a good man who would show concern over a woman even after she’d spurned him and written vile, angry letters calling him many words I won’t mention in a lady’s presence.”

      Angry and vile letters? She froze, panic beating behind her breast when she puzzled out the truth. Had James written her after all and the notes been intercepted. “I—”

      “If you must know why he never returned for you, you need look only in the mirror. I didn’t come to have a look, as I very well said to you moments ago, but to discover why you were confined and to possibly rescue you if I must.”

      “I never wrote such things! How could I when I’ve had no idea where he is?” Anger shot through her and pushed her from the wall. She crossed over and stood right before him, tall and proud and quivering with fury. “Don’t you dare tell me to look in a mirror or call me mad. I’m not. And if you’re so blind that you can’t see that for yourself—”

      The tumblers clicked below, the sound echoing up the spiraling staircase. The blood drained from her face and took her fury with it.

      “Go,” she whispered. “Please go before they catch you in here. I don’t know what my father will do, but if he’s locked his own daughter away, do you really think he’ll care if a diplomat befalls an accident?”

      “No one would believe it. It would be war.”

      “Would you take that risk? Please go. If not for yourself, then for the sake of your family.”

      Something flickered in the strange Oclander’s eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, only for her father’s voice to carry up the tower.

      “Rapunzel?” Footsteps echoed on the stairs.

      “Please tell James I never wrote those things, and I know why he truly left. That I admire him for fighting.”

      “I’ll let him know.” He paused by the window, then glanced at her over his shoulder. “And I will return.”

      After a cursory glance for any guardsmen down below, he dove from the window and shifted midair, soaring away to the blind side of the castle. Her father came around the bend only moments later.

      “Rapunzel? The guards tell me you shouted. Is all well?” He moved to the window, peered out, then closed the pane shut.

      “Everything is fine, Father. I opened the window for some air and was startled by a clump of ice falling off the roof. I stumbled back and fell is all. I didn’t mean to make anyone worry.” And her lie explained away the wetness beneath the window from her attack. She couldn’t allow him to know her powers sometimes crept from beneath the manashackles.

      “I see. Well, my dear, I’ve come to tell you that you’ll be going out of your room tomorrow. I need you ready for the occasion to meet our diplomatic envoy. Wear the green dress, would you?"

      She gritted her teeth. “That dress is ruined.”

      “Yes, it’s perfect. Wear it. I’ll send Sebille in the morning to prepare you.”

      “How can you if I won’t drink your tea?”

      Her father’s smile didn’t mask the cold, hard gleam in his eyes. “Because, my dear, you know what I'll do to poor Sebille if she fails in her task.”

      He had threatened it before, promising to send Sebille abroad to the Ridaeron Dynasty as a pleasure slave. Her stomach twisted, and the rising bile in her throat soured her mouth. “You’re a monster.”

      “No. I am a king, and I will do whatever is necessary for this nation. It’s a pity you’re unwilling to do the same.”

      

      The next morning dawned with a bright sun, but Muir hid away in the guest suite. Were he at home, he would have started the day by stretching his wings with a flight, but he didn’t dare reveal his true form to these strangers yet. The nature of his other half was a secret he’d hold to his heart—and hope the princess would as well.

      He read from the book shelves in his private chamber instead of exploring the castle, struggling at times with the language, absorbing it like a sponge at others. The rooms given to him were quite large, a private bedchamber, washing room, and a sitting room with a spacious terrace overlooking the northern courtyard.

      Aware of eyes always watching him when he ventured into the palace halls, he put that sitting room to use instead and wrote phony letters home, which he allowed the royal messenger to send in their post. This was the third since his arrival, assuring Queen Anastasia and King Alistair of Eisland’s hospitality and his belief that they were abiding by the compact’s laws. Anastasia had suggested the ruse, citing the disturbing fact that messages were often unsealed and read by court spies. He’d been appalled by the idea.

      No one knew about the mirror and his direct lifeline to his royal monarchs. Captain Vandry had one aboard the ship as well, a failsafe if Muir failed to report in or was overcome in a convenient “accident” while serving their wishes. If that happened, she was under strict orders to leave at once with as much canvas as the wind required.

      While Muir’s first meeting with the princess hadn’t gone well, he’d at least acquired enough information to set James’s heart at peace. If news of her being a heartbroken old shrew were good news anyway.

      When he’d passed that on to James, the man’s face had fallen. Muir hadn’t been sure if James was more disappointed about the intercepted letters, phony responses, or Rapunzel’s reception of him after so many years.

      A throat cleared in a polite cough, disrupting Muir’s musings. “Sir?”

      Muir jerked and swung around in his seat to find a uniformed servant standing beside the open terrace doors. “Yes?”

      The messenger bowed and extended a blue card. “The king invites you to enjoy a private brunch in the library with himself and the princess.”

      Muir’s brows rose. He took the card and examined the flowing, golden script scrawled across the front. He doubted the king had written it out himself, the handwriting too feminine.

      “I’d be honored. Please lead the way.”

      While he had learned the layout of the castle within his first few days of arrival, he thought it best to keep the knowledge to himself and feigned disorientation with the massive and sprawling palace. Let them think he was a backwater noble who didn’t know how to navigate through mazelike halls.

      The library, while impressive, didn’t hold a candle to the one in Castle TalDrach. Even so, Muir looked around with an appropriately awed expression on his face. Tall bookcases lined the left wall and high windows with frosted glass panes let in diffused light. The king sat at a table set with another feast that would go to waste.

      “Ah, Muir, so happy you could join me.”

      What Muir would have given to punch the arrogant prick in his nose. He smiled instead and bowed to the king. “I was most honored by your invitation, and, I admit, fascinated by the prospect of meeting your daughter. I hadn’t expected to be given the pleasure, considering her current condition.”

      “Yes, well, I like to tempt her out now and again. It’s not healthy for her to keep herself secluded.”

      “So, she remains in her rooms by choice?”

      “Oh yes.”

      Muir took a seat but refrained from taking any food. “Forgive me again, but why then are there guards at her door during the day?”

      “Ah, you’ve seen that have you?”

      “I fear I have found your castle a little dizzying. I wandered past a few days ago when I lost my way to the dining hall. The guards were kind enough to direct me.”

      “My daughter keeps to her rooms. The guards are there for her protection, so she doesn’t harm herself.”

      “I had no idea, Your Majesty.”

      “Yes, it’s a sad state of affairs. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors. Maybe by seeing her yourself you’ll understand what Hook has done to her. Ah, and here she is now. Rapunzel, my darling, how lovely you look today.”

      Muir rose from his seat to greet her, but what he saw was nothing like the woman he’d met the previous night. Instead of a tall, proud woman, a frail creature in a green dress ruined by stains and small tears leaned against a guard.

      “My dear, we have a special guest. This is Lord Muir from Cairn Ocland. Won’t you say hello?”

      The princess made an inelegant sound. Between the stench of sour vomit wafting off Rapunzel and the king’s cabbage odor, the library was almost uninhabitable. He’d seen people inebriated before by mushrooms, pipe weeds, and even drink, but something more dire was influencing Rapunzel.

      Muir steeled his features and bowed to the princess, betraying nothing of his anger. “I bring greetings from afar, Princess Rapunzel,” he said in an even, soft-spoken voice.

      The king led her to a seat and helped her into it, settling her with every appearance of being a doting father. “It’s a terrible mess, all of this. She was my heir, you know. The crown jewel of my legacy. But, as you can see, past tragedies have rendered her quite... inconsolable. I apologize for not allowing you to meet her sooner, my lord Muir, and for the deception regarding that wing of the castle. I assure you it isn’t out of shame, but my desire to protect her from ridicule and pity.”

      The hairs on the back of Muir’s neck rose. King Harold was a very good liar, and the sorrow on his face almost appeared genuine. Almost.

      This creature in front of him was indeed pitiable, but it wasn’t the Rapunzel he had met. And now that he’d witnessed the farce behind the gentry’s amusement, he loathed them even more. They were animals. No. Beneath animals, for even woodland creatures had compassion for one another.

      “Is there no cure?”

      “We’ve had our finest physicians see to her and even brought in a healer from Arthras to look at her. They all say the same, that she must come to terms herself, in her own time. It could be days or years. Or never.”

      The king put berries and small finger sandwiches on a plate then set them on a small table for his daughter. Rapunzel only sat there without any interest in the food. She stared into nothingness.

      “For a while, she lost all will to live, and it became necessary for physicians to force her to eat,” the king continued, voice brimming with sorrow. “It appeared so barbaric, so awful a thing to watch my dearest daughter endure, but I entrusted them with her care. Now we merely pray for her safe return from whatever darkness has taken her.”

      Harold stroked the back of Rapunzel’s hand. She jerked away and fell against the couch cushions where she remained until the king set her upright again. Her disdain for her father had been the first voluntary movement Muir witnessed since her arrival.

      She can’t even bear her father’s touch. Something is wrong here. Something is incredibly wrong. This isn’t the woman I saw last night. She has no spirit. No life in her. This may as well be a magical simulacrum. Muir’s hand tightened on his teacup.

      The impulse to help swept over him in a rush before he could bite his tongue and reel it in. “Perhaps some fresh air beyond this tower would help fix whatever ails her, Your Majesty. Even sunlight. Such natural remedies do wonders in my kingdom when a little one takes ill.”

      “I’ve tried to take her to the gardens, but she has violent fits. Hurts herself. Hurts others too.” Harold sighed and dabbed drool from Rapunzel’s lips with a linen cloth. “Her tower is her comfort. Her home. She claimed it as her own long ago, when she still wore pigtails. I do what I can to make her content.”

      Something about the king reminded Muir of oil and darkness. He was a slimy man, and his ingenuine concern raised Muir’s ire. Still, he bit back the truth on the tip of his tongue. Maybe Anastasia had been right to send him instead of Ramsay, despite the bear also volunteering to lead the mission. Father Bear would have long ago crushed Harold’s face.

      Muir suppressed his own temptation and put on a smile. “Sometimes what’s best for us hurts the most. I would be most willing, Your Majesty, if you would like to gift your daughter with an afternoon in the sunlight. I certainly wouldn’t be as easy to harm as one of your guards.” His smile widened. He towered above even the largest royal guards by a full head.

      “Oh, well, I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to burden you or risk your health.” He stirred some sugar into tea and helped Rapunzel sip the brew.

      “It would be an honor, Your Majesty. There are worse ways to spend an afternoon than with a beautiful woman. Perhaps the company in previous visits wasn’t to her liking.”

      “I suppose a brief jaunt will cause no harm.” Harold smiled, too wide and cheery. At last, Muir dealt a blow to the king’s composure. “I will send guards to escort you, as a precaution. Please bring her back within the hour, I beg you.”

      He ensured Rapunzel drank all of the tea before helping her up and putting her slack hand on Muir’s arm. The princess’s head lolled, and her body wobbled, but she stayed on her feet. “Do enjoy the walk, my dear. She likes the roses, of course.”

      Muir’s gaze darted to the tea. She’d become less coherent by the second, and there was a rank, offensive scent coming from the cup, masked behind a heavy floral fragrance. In fact, hadn’t the king poured it from a different kettle from theirs? Were he in his animal guise, his feathers would have ruffled and the fur over his feline spine would have raised. So that was it, wasn’t it?

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” The royal arse was probably lying about the damned roses too.

      The guards maintained a respectful distance, but they were still too close for Muir’s liking. He patted her hand and paced his stride, for she moved with the awkward baby steps of a child learning to walk for the first time.

      “Your homeland is quite lovely, Princess.” He spoke of inconsequential things to break the silence and give the guards something to report on. Let them tell the king he chattered on aimlessly with the addled woman. Perhaps, if they saw no threat, they would back off farther.

      Outside, the sun was mostly hidden behind wispy gray clouds, but the air was unseasonably warm, and a rosy perfume hung heavy on the light breeze. When the princess stumbled, her hand tightened on his arm.

      “It’s all right. I have you.” Gods, how long had it been since she’d been out in the fresh air and felt the warmth from the sun? It was a brisk day, but when the sun did emerge from behind the dreary clouds, there was warmth on his skin that made him want to shift forms and bask beneath it while preening his feathers. It must have been like magic for her, even addled by drugs as she was. “I won’t allow you to fall.”

      He paid no mind to the guards, determined to ignore them. When Rapunzel stumbled again, he swore under his breath—to hell with decorum—and slid one arm around her waist instead to keep her upright. This placed the princess against his side, steadying and balancing her. It also introduced him to the softness of her body and the svelte curves beneath the ill-fitting dress. That was a torture he endured for the five-minute stroll to the garden where he’d met the snow waif.

      “Here we are.” He brushed a light dusting of snow from the nearest bench before he helped her to sit down. While adjusting the fur around her shoulders, he wiped a bit of drool from her lips with a gentle touch.

      What kind of man did this to his only daughter? Muir had dozens of questions and no answers. Or perhaps he did. A madman drunk with power and influence would do anything to keep it. He suppressed his anger and tried to remain cool, aware that the wrong move would tip off his host.

      “I can’t make promises to say when, but I will come back to see you again, Princess.” He hoped to the stars above that she retained her comprehension and understanding, even if she appeared to be a groaning vegetable to everyone around her.

      Her fingers twitched, a slight pressure against his arm, and then her body jerked.

      Not too long ago, there’d been an incident in one of the human settlements founded near the base of the Floraivel mountain range. Muir had been visiting to discuss hunting matters with their chief when one of the men collapsed in a fit of convulsions. He’d never seen it again until now.

      Rapunzel’s eyes rolled back until a sliver of white showed, and she groaned, stiff as a board on one side, shaking on the other. Muir gathered her loosely in his arms, afraid to restrain her and afraid to let her go, lest she thrash and strike her head on the stone. Or worse, snap her neck. If an honest healer had seen this woman, then Muir was the goddess of the skies herself.

      “My lord, please step away.” One of the two guards stepped forward with a hand on his sword hilt. He licked his lips and cast a nervous glance at the princess. “We should take her back to her tower.”

      Disgust raised bile in Muir’s throat. “Remove your hand from your sword before I do it for you,” he said in a quiet voice. “She’s only a small woman, a small woman in distress, mind you. What do you have to fear?”

      “Please, Lord Muir, it’s a precaution for your safety only.” He released his weapon and dropped his gaze. “Forgive me. I shouldn’t speak of it, but she injured several guards years ago. One man nearly died from his injuries. The accidents have been fewer since, but we all take caution.”

      Nearly killed? His gaze returned to Rapunzel. She had a small frame and lacked a warrior’s breadth in the shoulders. He’d never known an Oclander woman with such a slim and fragile physique. Deducing it must have been magic, he shook his head at the guard and feigned ignorance.

      “Are your men so weak such a delicate woman poses that much of a threat? She’s clearly harmless and trapped within her own mind. Kindly take caution without touching your weapon in my presence.”

      “Of course.”

      When the initial speaker stepped back, head dropped in shame, his companion spoke in a gentler voice. “If I may, milord, I advise moving her to the bench over yonder. She always preferred the wild rapunzel flowers.”

      “Thank you.”

      Instead of guiding Rapunzel by a hand, he swept her into his arms and carried her. “Ah, there are flowers named after you, and I see they’re as lovely as their namesake.”

      She turned her head to look at him. “T—” Words failed her, coming out as garbled mush.

      “It’s all right.” He took a seat and settled her beside him with one arm behind her back in the event she seized again. The other was on his own lap while he gazed at the castle grounds around them. The garden was at the edge of the grounds and in an ideal place for looking at the city below.

      “This is a fine view. Not nearly as fine as the view of the sea from my homeland, but it’ll do.” He grinned, positive she understood him when one of her blue eyes twitched and a flicker of coherence returned to her gaze. “My people live in the mountains, so I’ve known this kind of beauty my entire life. It’s not as cold as Eisland, but close during the winters. When the snowfall comes, it’s beautiful. Blankets the peaks in white as far as we can see. You’d like it, I think.”

      In the distance, an Eisland ship sailed into the bay, bearing a standard of a sword on a cobalt field. Rapunzel suddenly leapt up from beside him, but her legs crumpled beneath her own weight.

      Muir lunged for her, shifter reflexes preventing the princess from landing in an undignified heap on the snow-dusted cobblestones. He dragged her against his chest and held her upright.

      “Jor-ehhhn.”

      The guards flooded forward, moving as one to help, but Muir shook his head. “I have her.” It rumbled out of him in a protective growl.

      He had both arms around her, Rapunzel’s back against his chest in the most inappropriate position for a princess to be seen with a man. He winced a bit and ignored it in favor of acknowledging the single word she’d spoken. Had that been her brother’s name?

      “Is that your brother’s ship?”

      She mewled and made another garbled noise, then her head thrashed from side to side with a straining, awful sound that clenched an iron fist around his heart. If he ever had the opportunity to gut King Harold, he would. And he’d enjoy it.

      “Shhh, he’ll be here soon, and I’m certain he’s eager to see you too. Conserve your strength, Princess. You mustn’t seem tired, or you’ll be sent off to bed. You don’t want that, do you?”

      She trembled in his hold, and a warm flush crept up her neck until her cheeks pinkened. The nearest guards watched with distinct discomfort, but none of them stepped forward to defend their princess’s virtue or admonish him.

      With Rapunzel on his lap, Muir whispered in her left ear, “I know you’ve been poisoned, Princess. I came here to investigate your kingdom, but I need your aid. Help me, and I’ll do whatever is within my power to rescue you. Leave your window open tonight. Can you do that? Squeeze my hand if you understand.”

      Trembling fingers squeezed his in return.

      Good. At last, he may have the proof he needed. If he rescued the princess, would her testimony alone be enough to convince King Morgan and the other members of the compact to take action against Eisland?

      Better yet, could they convince Joren to join their side? United, they could force Creag Morden to act alongside Cairn Ocland.

      Confident in his plan, he rose and carried Rapunzel back to the tower without any pretense of helping her walk now that he had seen the weakness in her legs.

      Guards met him at the tower door and would not allow him to enter. He passed the princess into the care of a healer who appeared to check her over. Then the door shut, and he saw no more of her.

      It would be easier to get Joren alone at least. The greater question was whether or not the prince would believe a single word he had to offer.
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      Home. The moment Eisland’s snowcapped peaks came into view, Joren rushed to the bow. Four years had passed since his last visit home. For the past ten years, his life had been nothing but courses at the Collegium of Arthras and diplomatic ventures in Creag Morden.

      While his search abroad for a wife had gone poorly, he’d been secretly relieved. As beautiful as Princess Anastasia and Lady Victoria had been, he hadn’t felt a true spark between them. Aside from questions about his magical prowess, the former hadn’t engaged him in conversation at all, and the latter had done nothing but smile at him from across the dining table. She’d been truly empty and void of any personality.

      He needed more than that. He wanted a woman with fire and liveliness, a vivacity that would turn Eisland on its ear the moment they ascended to the throne together. Not that he wanted the throne.

      It should have been Rapunzel’s inheritance, damn it all.

      With the ship’s crew working together, they pulled into the harbor within the hour. Horns trumpeted his arrival, but no royal entourage awaited him. Instead, Steward Fillian stood on the docks.

      “Welcome home, my prince.”

      “Fillian, good to see you, old man, though I had expected my father to be here.”

      “He is entertaining a foreign guest.” Fillian gestured to a ship moored on the next pier.

      Joren twisted around to look, gaze finally honing in on the unbelievable sight ahead of him. In his eagerness to be home, he hadn’t paid attention to the other ships moored to the multiple docks, used to bustling trade being conducted every day of the year. “Cairn Ocland? I didn’t know they had ships.”

      “A recent development, Your Highness. Surely you’ve heard the news regarding several pirates receiving amnesty from the kingdom? Their king and queen required your father to accept their terms before sending a diplomat to our shores.”

      “Word reached the collegium, yes. Do you mean that… is he…?”

      Anger coursed through Joren and propelled him down the pier at a fast pace Fillian couldn’t hope to match. Would James be so bold as to deliver such a proclamation himself? Would he be that foolish? Joren would risk war itself if he could dispense the justice his sister deserved.

      In fact, there was nothing Joren wanted more than to punch James Hook square in his nose for what he’d done to Rapunzel.

      No, James wouldn’t be here. He wasn’t that foolish; there was no way the big coward would be manning the Oclandic ship in their port, no matter how much Joren wished for the opportunity. It was an older woman who met him at the gangway instead with russet skin and a single violet eye. The other had been concealed behind a patch.

      She bowed to him. “Greetings. I take it you’re Prince Joren.”

      Joren tried to place a name to her face and his knowledge of the pirates plaguing the Viridian Sea. There were only a handful of female captains sailing those waters, and he’d heard the leader of the Scarlet Brigade—and every sailor aboard the ship—was a glorious, red-haired warrior. The sun had bleached this captain’s dark hair. The strands of silver shone like silver tinsel, and it was all bound in red and purple ribbons accented with gold beads.

      “You must be Captain Vandry.”

      The woman chuckled. “I am. Welcome aboard the Twilight Witch, Your Highness. To what do I owe this visit?”

      “I desire a discussion about the state of our seas. It’s been brought to my attention that many of your ilk have decided to refrain from further acts of piracy now that you serve under Cairn Ocland’s banner.”

      “It is true for the wisest of us, but I can’t say we’ve all agreed.” She raised her chin and met his gaze unflinching. “We have no responsibility for those of our former pirate kin who chose not to accept Queen Anastasia’s offer. She made us a good deal, that one.”

      “So, I suppose this means your people shall be helping us to rid the Viridian Sea of criminal mischief.”

      The woman raised one brow, and then a sly smile spread over her mouth. “I suppose it does, Your Highness. Whether it is our former brethren or your kingdom’s current allies. Now, may I answer any other questions, or shall that be all? I daresay Lord Muir would be quite thrilled to answer any inquiries.”

      Had she… had this obstinate woman just dismissed him from her ship?

      He flushed, but there was nothing he could do or say. She’d been the very model of civility and respect while putting him in his place. “As I shall. Good day to you, Captain.”

      Fillian waited for him on the dock, the man’s powdered cheeks damp with perspiration. He twisted his hands together in a nervous manner but straightened when he caught sight of Joren.

      “Please, my prince, there is a carriage waiting to bring you to the castle.”

      “Good gods, man, you’re sweating as if I intended to provoke a war.”

      Fillian stared at him. “Didn’t you?”

      “Possibly.”

      “If you’d cared to ask, I would have gladly informed you Hook was not aboard the ship.”

      Joren grunted and strode past him. “Who is this Lord Muir that pirate speaks of?”

      “His letter of introduction from the royal family of Cairn Ocland claim him as Lord Muir of Clan Leomlaire. King Alistair and Queen Anastasia sent him to act as their envoy.”

      He climbed into the waiting carriage and took a seat. “I look forward to meeting with him. Now then, tell me, what of Rapunzel? I haven’t had a letter in months.”

      “Oh, well….”

      “What? Is she unwell? Worse than the last time I saw her?”

      “I’m afraid so, my prince. Your father has done all he can, but even your collegium healer could do nothing for her.”

      He leaned forward. “Wait, repeat that.”

      “Your father requested the collegium’s finest healer a few months ago. Master Veritan spent a week with your sister.”

      “I see.” A deep frown furrowed his brow. Master Veritan hadn’t left the collegium in years. “I’ll see her immediately then.”

      “Your father has requested—”

      “I’ll see Rapunzel first, Fillian. Tell my father I’ll join him and anyone else he’d like me to meet afterward.”

      “Your Highness—”

      “My mind is made.”

      “As you wish.”

      Joren didn’t wait for attendants to see to the carriage. He hopped out himself without need for a stepstool and headed inside. Panicked staff bowed and moved out of his way while offering cordial but hasty greetings. He must have muttered “good day” and “so glad to be back” two dozen times before he reached the door to his sister’s tower.

      Her guarded door.

      “Good day, Prince Joren. Your sister can’t receive visitors this day.”

      “And why not?” he asked. Rapunzel had never turned aside a visit before, though she’d ceased speaking a long time ago, always still, like a marble figure sculpted in the image of the sister he loved.

      “She’s a bit under the weather this day.”

      Joren stared at the two armed men barring his entrance. Then he lowered a hand to his hilt. They were only following their duties, but he couldn’t allow sympathy for their plight to interfere with seeing his twin. “You will allow me inside to see my sister, or you can fight me right now.”

      “My prince, we have orders to allow no one inside.”

      “I am her brother, and I am the prince. So I order you to stand aside. I’ll take full responsibility should my father have something to say about it.”

      The men looked at one another with indecision. After a moment, one stepped aside and the other unlocked the door.

      “Thank you.”

      “The court physician is with her now, Your Highness.”

      And yet there were two armed men outside her door as well. How were things so bad that his sister was put under lock and guard? He dipped his chin in a curt nod then pulled the door shut behind him. Nothing around her receiving chamber appeared out of place, though it also seemed little used. He remembered his sister as rather cluttered, with books and sketches always laid out around the place.

      “Rapunzel?” He took the winding stairs upwards, bypassing the second level altogether to head to her bedchamber at the top. He paused on the final step, struck dumb by the sight of his sister lying pale and feeble on the bed with the court physician perched beside her with his satchel full of tonics open on the floor at his feet.

      “Prince Joren, what an unexpected surprise.”

      “What is this? What’s happened to her?” He crossed the room and took a seat on the other side. Rapunzel’s glazed eyes stared up at the canopy over her bed.

      The physician wiped his brow with a lace handkerchief. “A beast manhandled her this day. Put her in quite a state. It took all of my strength to restrain your poor sister and place her in bed to rest.”

      “Manhandled?” The question boomed out of him, sending the healer scurrying back several steps with a hand clutched to his narrow chest.

      “Yes, manhandled. Your benevolent father allowed our guest from Cairn Ocland to escort your sister to the gardens, and while there, he apparently took some… liberties with her.” His voice dripped with disdain. “According to the guards who witnessed, it’s only by the grace of the gods and their own presence that I shall not have to administer a contraceptive as well.”

      When Joren took Rapunzel’s hand between his palms, her insensible gaze didn’t move. “Is that so?”

      “Quite so.”

      “And is nothing being done?”

      “Beg your pardon, sir?”

      “Has our guest faced any repercussions for his behavior?”

      “Afraid not. Relations between our kingdoms have been tense these past months. You cannot blame your father for taking precaution, Your Highness.”

      “If Father won’t defend her, then I will. I won’t allow these… these animals to come and molest my sister for the sake of fostering agreements between our nations.” He’d never been so angry, not since the day he’d received Rapunzel’s letter and heard of her illness. Her hand had shaken so much while writing it that his twin’s penmanship was no longer legible. No longer recognizable as hers.

      There’d been so much fury and anger in him then, and he’d have given anything, anything at all, to bring that ruffian to justice. The man had called him friend. Been a brother to him, and then he’d hurt Rapunzel not once but twice, first abandoning her to pursue a criminal career, and then murdering the only man who may have taken his place.

      That was unforgivable—the final straw, as it had been the one to break the Samaharan camel’s back so to speak.

      Gods, she was so fragile, which meant she had to be protected no matter what. His sister was no bargaining chip or currency to use, and he didn’t care what the beastmen claimed they could offer Eisland.

      First, he’d deal with the brute. Then he’d go and have a word with their father.

      Despite the years away from the castle between his visits, Joren knew the way to their extensive guest quarters. He flew to them with murder on his mind, blind to any castle servant in his path.

      Such an insult couldn’t be abided, no matter the origin of their guest.

      Joren pushed open the doors and strode through without invitation. With righteous fury burning through his veins, not even the sight of the giant of a man rising to his feet made him pause. It should have. On another day, over any other woman, he might have halted in his tracks and stared at the enormous figure.

      “How dare you force yourself upon my sister?” thundered out of him instead.

      “What?”

      “The utter cheek, coming to our lands as an honored guest and manhandling a woman of royalty. Did you think no one would speak of your egregious behavior with Princess Rapunzel?”

      “I didn’t think—”

      “I will see you at dawn tomorrow for this insult. If you call yourself any kind of man, you’ll have your second prepared and ready at the southern palace gardens.”

      While the mighty lord from Cairn Ocland stared at him, Joren spun and swept out of the room. Now he’d have to take up his grievance with his father. Rapunzel was no courtesan to be given on a whim, no matter how much it would further relations between the different kingdoms.

      

      Muir stared at the door long after the prince—for surely that had to have been the prince—had gone. What in the stars had happened?

      Testing the privacy of his rooms for once, he risked pulling out the mirror to contact his king and queen. The crack made by the snow waif hadn’t damaged the magic itself, only distorted the image. He activated the runes and waited. Within minutes, the surface shimmered and his queen’s face materialized.

      “Muir, I hadn’t expected to hear from you so soon. Did you solve your snow waif mystery?”

      “Greetings, Your Majesty. No, I haven’t seen her again. There’s a larger problem on my plate now. I met Prince Joren.”

      “Well, that doesn’t seem so awful.”

      “He barged into my rooms and demanded I meet him in the gardens with my second, whatever that means. He was quite agitated.”

      Anastasia blinked. “Oh dear.”

      “What did he mean?”

      “Prince Joren has challenged you to a duel, Muir,” she explained. “Your second is meant to be a witness. Whatever did you do to warrant such a confrontation?”

      Alistair settled into the frame beside her, the big dragon shifter popping up one brow at him. “I’d like to know that myself. I thought for sure we were sending you because you were the least prone to causing trouble of all the leaders.”

      Muir’s chin dipped slightly. “It wasn’t intentional, my king. I believe he thinks I impugned on his sister’s honor. She had a… a fit in the gardens. In my attempt to restrain her and pass on quiet words, it might have appeared that I was taking advantage.”

      “Oh dear,” the queen said again. She nibbled her lip and laced her fingers together.

      “You’ll have to accept,” Alistair said.

      “He didn’t give me much choice. We’re to meet tomorrow at dawn.”

      Alistair groaned into one hand. “You very well can’t murder the prince.”

      “What would you have me do? He challenged me.”

      The dragon shifter dropped his hand to his lap and straightened, raising one red brow. “We’re not blaming you, Muir. I understand you’re in a foreign place quite different from our own, but considering what we are and that he’s only a mere mortal, it would be nothing less than murder.”

      Anastasia nodded. “Especially since you would have the choice of weapon as the challenged party, and only a fool would allow him to choose a pistol. Perhaps you can talk some sense into him tonight. Or even tomorrow. Can you, um, walk us through exactly what happened in the gardens?”

      “Yes. Explain this fit the princess had. Is she truly so sick?”

      “She’s not sick at all,” Muir spat. “She’s been poisoned.”

      Both monarchs stared at him.

      After skating her teeth against her lower lip, the queen sighed. “That is quite a serious accusation. Have you told the king your suspicions?”

      “I have not.”

      “But—”

      “I believe he is the one poisoning her.”

      This time Anastasia rose from her seat and disappeared from the mirror frame, returning moments later with a thick tome. “Tell me everything and leave out no details, Muir. If she’s poisoned, it is of the utmost importance that you tell me every symptom you observed. Perhaps there are notes. A cure.”

      Muir’s shoulders dropped with a heavy sigh, and then he described what he knew of their visit to the garden, sparing no detail from his rulers. “And then I returned her to the tower where she appears to be a prisoner. I carried her. By this point, she was in no condition to move by her own power. More than once, she appeared to try to communicate with me as well. She’s completely aware of her surroundings. I’ve seen the behavior of a woman in mourning or shock, Your Majesty. This was neither shock nor grief, but something far more sinister.”

      Anastasia rubbed her thumb against her lower lip, pale gray-green eyes narrowed in thought. “I’m inclined to agree. What troubles me is that, if any proper healer had seen her, they would have mentioned the symptoms were a sign of druidane poisoning.”

      The unfamiliar name meant nothing to him. He frowned and raked it through his memory, coming up with nothing. “What poisoning?”

      “Druidane. It’s an herb used by the old druids of Ridaeron, from a time long before their people ceased to use magic. In small doses, it’s absolutely harmless. It can help a person sleep or calm the nerves.”

      “And in a large quantity?”

      “Quite the opposite. Psychosis, trembling, convulsions, vomiting, loss of speech, memory loss, possibly even death.”

      His gut clenched. “Why would she not have told me this when I met her in the tower?”

      “I don’t know. My guess would be she didn’t know if she could trust you. Or perhaps she doesn’t know, exactly, what’s being done to her, though I’d wager it was the former.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Show up for the duel and try to appeal to the prince. I recommend you bring Captain Vandry with you. If nothing else, her magic will keep the matter fair. Joren is a mage himself.”

      “Choose swords as your weapon,” Alistair advised. “He’s quite capable from what I hear, but at least we know for certain you are experienced with a blade.”

      Muir nodded.

      “And for the love of the stars, don’t kill him if you can manage it,” the queen pleaded. “That will only start a war.”
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      Being trapped in one’s own mind, an observer without the ability to interact, had to be the worst torture ever designed. By the time feeling returned to Rapunzel’s limbs, the sun had long fallen and she was alone in her tower once again. Nausea struck, twisting her stomach into a tight, convulsing knot. She managed to roll to the side and throw up on the floor.

      Cool hands stroked against her forehead and pulled the hair back from her face.

      “Easy there, lass. I’ve got you.”

      Muir. Had he been there when she woke, or had she simply not heard him come in through the window? Whatever the answer, she didn’t care. She emptied her stomach while her body trembled and tears ran down her face, quite beyond embarrassment at someone seeing her in such a state. The man smoothed his hand up and down her spine until she was done, and then he helped her sit up and passed her a glass of water.

      “Better?”

      “As well as one could be, all things considered,” she croaked.

      Surprising her with his tenderness and concern, Muir dabbed her face with a damp cloth and then fluffed the pillows, arranging them behind her back. Then he cleaned the mess.

      “You don’t have to do that. I’ll see to it.”

      “Drink your water and gather your wits.”

      Resigned to his babying her—and also thankful, because the act of vomiting alone had weakened her even further—Rapunzel watched Muir mop up the mess on the floor with a towel. If he was disgusted, he didn’t show it.

      “Why did you return?”

      “Because I promised you I would. Do you remember?”

      “A little. Memories are a little hazy, but I do recall most of what I see and hear.”

      “I brought you here after that. You were beginning to come around by then, so I thought it prudent to avoid causing any trouble.”

      “I see….” She turned her gaze down to the cup in her hands and struggled to regain her composure.

      “Judging by the smell in here, you were drugged further. Liangese poppies, if I’m correct,” he said.

      “You can smell that?”

      A brief smile lit his otherwise serious features. “Aye. I can smell a great many things normal people cannot.”

      “I see.” She sighed and slumped back against the pillows. “Now what will you do? No one will believe you if you try to tell them the truth. My father has spun his web of lies well over the years. I imagine the people who do know, won’t care.”

      “What of your brother?”

      She hesitated and dropped her gaze from his face. “I don’t know,” she admitted in a small voice. “Joren has been away so many years now, though I hope he is the same kind and compassionate man.”

      “Well, you can at least rest assured that he cares about you. Quite a bit actually. Enough to demand a duel.”

      One brow quirked, and she canted her head. Muir had a deep frown on his face and she imagined, were he in his other form, his feathers would be ruffled and puffed out. “I don’t understand. My brother has challenged someone to a duel over me?”

      “Aye, lass, he has. Me. It seems he is under the impression that I… accosted you in a most inappropriate fashion.”

      She blinked, certain she had misunderstood him or, more likely, that he had misspoken since Eislander was not his native tongue. “What?”

      “In the gardens, when you had a fit, I secured you in my lap so you would not hurt yourself. I believe the guards mistook my actions. Since it allowed me to speak to you in privacy, I did not dissuade them of their notions. Word must have gotten to you brother. He and I are to meet tomorrow at dawn.”

      “That’s preposterous, you did no more than any other gentleman caller I’ve received over the years.” During the years prior to James, of course, and perhaps even during those years of their courtship as well.

      Muir raised a brow. “Really?”

      Rapunzel sniffed. “This isn’t Creag Morden where they bind their women in chastity belts and torture devices to preserve their innocence. I can’t imagine Joren calling you to the dueling green over what happened in the garden. Unless....”

      “Unless?”

      “Unless they’ve implied you did such when I was unable to resist.”

      “I would never.”

      The vehemence in his words left no doubt as to the truth behind them.

      “But that’s what they think and what they’ve told him, I’m certain. He’d never challenge you otherwise.”

      “So it would seem.”

      As she stared at him, her gaze roaming across his broad shoulders, muscled arms, and strong legs, a creeping sense of dread pervaded her senses. The man was a giant. Worse, he was a griffin. As capable a swordsman and mage as her brother was, she had doubts regarding his ability to face such a man.

      “You can’t duel him.”

      “Princess, if you have any idea how to get me out of this fight without impugning my honor, I’d be glad to hear it. I have no wish to harm your brother.”

      “I….” He had her there. If he refused to show up or fight, his honor would be ruined and Joren would be free to kill him. “Please. I’ve lost everything else in life that matters to me. I cannot lose my brother too.”

      “I’ll do what I can. That’s all I can promise.”

      Was it enough? She supposed it would have to be, but a ball of tension kept her throat tight and her hands unsteady. She clasped them together in her lap.

      “What will you do now?”

      “Exactly what I came here to do. Prove that your father has broken the compact between nations, exactly as Hook described. Not that I’m having an easy time of it.”

      “But I thought you’d—”

      “Come to be a part of slavery?”

      “Well, no, not exactly. Though what little my maid has heard of you and seen hasn’t painted an entirely noble picture. You’ve been overheard seeming to agree with my father on… many things.”

      An amused smile crinkled the corners of Muir’s eyes. “Considering the lies your father has told, would you call it wise to take everything seen and heard with a grain of salt?”

      “Can you blame me for thinking the worst?”

      His lips pursed. “No, I suppose not. Please believe me when I say I am not in agreeance with anything he has done.”

      “How can I know that? I know very little about your kingdom. No one knows much about it, beyond the fact that it was an inhospitable place after the war with Dalborough.”

      “Quite true, though now that we’ve defeated the Scourge, my homeland is prosperous and fertile once more. We have no need of slaves. We do our own work, tend our soil, sow our fields.”

      She had no idea what he meant by Scourge, but her curiosity and caution warred with one another. “How am I to trust you at only your word?”

      “Slavery has been outlawed in Cairn Ocland for centuries. It’s no part of our history, Princess. They say centuries ago, the Liangese once wanted to buy some of our brethren—the wolf shifters—as part of the emperor’s royal guard, but our king denied his desires. You could say things have been tense ever since. Now they steal our little ones.”

      Rapunzel gasped, palm fluttering to her chest. “They steal children?”

      “No, not children, but just as bad, lass. Fae. Our sprites. They come across our borders and steal them with nets, poppy dust, and trickery. Then the smugglers carry them across the sea to Ridaeron where they’re made pets.” He spit the word out with so much contempt and condemnation she saw the anger blazing in his eyes. For a moment, Muir was truly frightening, and her worries of him joining her father were absolutely abated.

      This man was no slaver. He hated everything they stood for.

      “I’ve never seen such a creature before. Only read of them in books and fairy tales.”

      “They’re precious and innocent little creatures who tend to our woodlands, our rivers, our lakes, and even our newborns. Cairn Ocland couldn’t thrive without them. If we shifters are the bones of Cairn Ocland, then surely the fae are the heart and soul. You have similar, I think. Your snow waifs. I met one only a few days ago.”

      “Snow waifs? Whatever do you—oh! Oh, you must mean….” She lifted her hand to her mouth and laughed, ducking her gaze while warmth bloomed in her cheeks.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I have a confession, Lord—”

      “Muir,” he interrupted. “Only Muir.”

      “All right. I have a confession, Muir. About the, ah, snow waif you chased in the gardens.”

      His eyes narrowed and focused on her with disconcerting intensity. “I mentioned nothing of a chase.”

      “I know. It was me. I’m the one who attacked you and broke your mirror, and I’m terribly sorry. It was unworthy and unkind of me. I was so angry, and I thought you were—well, at the time you seemed in league with my father, and I suppose I still harbored some hurt over James. Still, it’s no excuse.”

      He blinked at her, his eyes wide and owlish. “You? You are the snow nymph?”

      “I’d hardly call myself a nymph.”

      “You never returned.”

      “Yes, well, it’s not always easy.” She picked at a thread on her dress and avoided looking at him.

      “I worried about you,” he said.

      She tried not to grin at his accusing voice, but there was such indignance in his expression she couldn’t help it. “I’m sorry. Truly, I am. When I saw his face, I lost my temper and behaved childishly.”

      The anger dimmed and pity remained, banishing what remained of her humor. Rapunzel sighed.

      She didn’t want this lord’s pity. She didn’t want him to see a sad girl who couldn’t escape her father. She wanted….

      Gods, she didn’t even know what she wanted anymore.

      “I could rescue you now.” The earnest emotion in the intruding words snapped Rapunzel out of her thoughts.

      “Truly?”

      “Yes. I could fly you to the Twilight Witch, and we could set sail within the hour before anyone knew you were missing.”

      “But then you wouldn’t be able to finish your mission here.”

      “You could stand as witness to the slavery here.”

      “I haven’t witnessed actual slavery. I only overheard my father and Admiral Teach discussing the importation of them to our land. What’s worse, is that he’s also poisoned this entire kingdom against me. I’m known as an insane, muttering fool who wore her heart on her sleeve until it was trampled into the ground. My word is no testimony, Muir. I can’t tell you where they operate or which ships smuggle them to Eisland. I can provide nothing.”

      “Why not escape on your own?”

      “My magic only lets me control the snow to a degree. I don’t actually transform and leave the tower. No one knows, not even my maid. It’s my one small bit of freedom bought at the expense of years of practice.” She smiled sadly and raised both wrists for his inspection. “These are my shackles.”

      “I’ve read of these in one of the texts in the castle library. They bind magic.”

      “Yes. My own father had them placed on me when he discovered I had learned the deadly arts.”

      “Is that what your people call magic?”

      “When it’s a woman who wields it, yes. In Eisland, women are only permitted to practice healing magic. I was tutored in such things, but, well, Joren taught me other lessons in secret.”

      “How did your father discover it?”

      “After I heard him and the admiral, I threatened to tell Joren and mother. The next day he had me down for tea.”

      “And drugged you.”

      “Yes. I found out later I’d injured a few guards. Without control over myself, I must have lashed out.”

      “An understandable instinct.” He shook his hair back off his shoulders and stood. “May I assume that your brother doesn’t know the truth?”

      “He thinks I’m sick. He would never condone this.”

      “Then I shall face him tomorrow and see if I can sway him with words.”

      “If you can convince my brother you have a common enemy, he may join you in seeking the evidence you need. Joren is no slaver. My brother could never stand for such barbaric behavior. There was once a time when I would have said the same thing about my father, but he’s not the same man anymore. He’d been blinded by his ambition and need for this country to prosper.” She shivered and wrapped both arms around herself. What would become of Eisland if her father was proven guilty by the leaders of the compact? He’d already dissolved the council who once provided oversight.

      “You would stay here at your father’s mercy?”

      “For Eisland? Yes.”

      

      They met on the palace dueling green at dawn, the sun a mere slice of gold against the distant, snow-dusted hills below the castle. Joren brought Fillian as his second along with two members of his personal guard and the palace healer. His father couldn’t be bothered to rouse before dawn, even for a fight to the death between his heir and honored guest.

      When Joren had chased the old man down, King Harold had only chuckled and said it wouldn’t come to death. Muir was too wise a creature to risk the alliance between their countries.

      As for Rapunzel, their father had merely shrugged and said he saw nothing inappropriate about it. Muir had done nothing to Rapunzel she wouldn’t have done on her own. Perhaps, he’d even suggested, she was happy to have a man’s attention again and to foster intimacy between their kingdoms.

      Too disgusted to continue the exchange, Joren had left, still wondering about the monster wearing his father’s face.

      Muir arrived with Captain Vandry and two other stocky sailors with feral features like animals given a man’s shape. One had ice blue eyes like glacier chips and a slim face with a pointed chin, all framed by shaggy white and gray hair. The other glared at them all with a keen yellow gaze. Though both were armed with swords, Joren imagined both were more at home with using their teeth and biting their opponents. Maybe ripping their throats out and reveling in the spray of hot blood in their faces.

      Gods, why had he let his hotheaded temper bring it to this?

      “Prince Joren, if I could have a word with you in private?”

      Fillian stepped forward, the man wringing his hands together. “Lord Muir, communication without seconds is quite unprecedented. Is Captain Vandry unable—”

      “Captain Vandry is quite able,” the woman said. Her stare could curdle milk. “But these words are for Prince Joren’s ears alone.”

      Muir nodded. “Would you deny me so simple a request moments before one of us is to die?”

      Joren glanced at his opponent. A night of thinking about what had happened had given him every reason to doubt and worry. And then Rapunzel’s maid had visited him in the dead of night, sneaking into his bedchamber and pleading with him not to go forward with it. For her lady’s sake, promising that the lord from Cairn Ocland was a good man.

      Why would Sebille swear so fiercely for a man who had molested her princess?

      Unless it wasn’t true.

      The question plagued Joren for quite a while, and when morning had come, he’d almost called the entire thing off. Why hadn’t he allowed Fillian to convince him to tone down the satisfactory requirements of the duel? A simple wound would have sufficed, wouldn’t it?

      “Come to beg for your life?” the prince asked.

      Lord Muir didn’t spare Joren’s dignity. He tossed his head back and laughed so heartily a few of the witnessing guards shuffled in discomfort and glanced away. “I am Muir, alpha of Clan Leomlaire, and I fear no man—prince, noble, or commoner. But I do desire a private word with you. It is a matter of grave importance, and you have nothing to lose by listening.”

      The man didn’t look at all afraid, and perhaps that should have been Joren’s first indication of the danger he’d invited by challenging one of the beastmen to a duel. A snare drum replaced the heart in his chest, each panicked beat slamming on the heels of the last. He swallowed and drew himself taller.

      After a curt nod, Joren stepped away a great distance toward the edge of the green.

      “Listen to me, and listen to me closely, Prince. Your sister isn’t the invalid your father and the palace healers would have you believe.”

      In one breath, Joren’s doubts vanished and his heart hardened. He pressed his lips into a thin line. “If you seek to confuse me with falsehoods about my sister’s mental capacity, you’ll find my conviction will not waver.”

      “I have no use for falsehoods. The truth is a better defense than any lies. In fact, Princess Rapunzel and I spoke last night about this duel. She pleaded with me to spare your life.”

      “My sister no longer speaks. She no longer holds conversation with anyone.”

      “She does,” Muir insisted, leaning down closer to Joren’s face. “She spoke with me when I visited her tower. She’s a prisoner there, drugged frequently and kept in line by threats to harm her maid.”

      “You lie.”

      “I don’t. And I can also tell you who drugs her. Your father.”

      Joren laughed. He’d never heard such a preposterous notion before. His father could never drug Rapunzel. “As I thought, you’ve come with excuses and deceit in a guise to bow out. I’ve heard enough.”

      Muir nodded to him and stepped away.

      They convened at the center of the green where Fillian recited the rules of honorable combat. Joren had only participated in one duel before, but he knew them well from spectating many others.

      “As is tradition in Eisland, the challenged party determines the weapon of choice. As Lord Muir has chosen swords and Prince Joren has demanded death as a condition of satisfaction, both parties shall continue until a critical blow is delivered.”

      Joren had almost expected the man to pick his fists, but that would have been adding insult to injury. Beating one another like savages in the dirt. While he considered himself competent with a sword, he took into account Muir’s larger bulk and longer reach. He’d have to be quick to compensate.

      They each took up their swords from their seconds and crossed blades at the tip. Muir’s was an enormous thing proportionate to his frame. He stood tall and confident, posture relaxed.

      “May the gods have mercy on you both,” Fillian said before stepping away, presumably far beyond the range of blood spray.

      The duel began. A thrust and a parry slid metal over metal. For a man of his lumbersome size, Muir’s grace must have been supernatural, a benefit of his heritage as a shifter, because Joren had never seen such exemplary skill in a fellow so large before.

      Damnation. Why had he challenged this man?

      Because he’d dishonored Rapunzel. Because if no one else would stand up for his sister, if no one else would respect her as a princess, he would.

      What good can you do for her if you’re dead? the insidious voice of reason whispered in his ear. It was the same cruel and unforgiving voice that often told Joren he had no business inheriting the crown, that Rapunzel was the brighter, braver twin. The smarter one. If only Father had made good on his promise and sent Rapunzel abroad to the collegium with him, perhaps she’d have never met James Hook at all.

      But their mother had vetoed that idea, denouncing the very idea of their daughter bucking Eisland tradition and learning such awful magic.

      Joren saw an opening and thrust forward for Muir’s chest. He encountered air. Muir twisted aside, there one moment and gone the next. His blade came down like a lightning bolt, unpredictable and powerful, a flash from the sword temporarily rendering Joren blind. Hot and blistering pain exploded through his sword arm, centralized around a hand he could no longer control. His sword struck the ground.

      Had he lost his hand?

      A low voice reached him, too quiet for anyone else to overhear. “Hearth magic and healer’s robes never suited her, but she says you would know that best of all, since you were the one to teach her the deadly arts.”

      Joren stumbled back, blinking rapidly to regain his sight. He and Rapunzel had sworn an oath years ago to never speak of their lessons together. While women of Eisland were, by tradition, forbidden to learn anything more than hearth magic and healing, Joren had seen the envy in his twin’s eyes.

      And he’d broken the rules. Every winter and summer solstice when he’d return from school to spend time with the family, he’d recount every lesson, teach her every spell, and share the detailed notes he took. Perhaps he excelled so greatly at his classes because Rapunzel counted on it. After all, what kind of teacher could he be if he didn’t grasp the concepts to explain them to her?

      The only way for Muir to know that was for Rapunzel to have told him.

      She’d spoken to him after all. And if Muir hadn’t lied about that, what other truths could the Oclander know? Could their father have truly poisoned her?

      He flexed his left hand as his vision returned. The shifter hadn’t taken his hand after all, merely swatted it with his blasted enchanted blade. Instead of capitalizing upon his opponent’s loss of weapon, he waited in a defensive stance like a gentleman. Too much of a gentleman to have molested a defenseless princess.

      Joren swept the blade from the ground with his right hand. The left was practically useless and still numbed. Thankfully, as a battlemage, he was ambidextrous.

      “That’s some sword you have there, Oclander.”

      “One gift among many from Samahara’s grand enchanter. He spoils us.”

      “You could have slain me while I was blind. I was foolish and left myself exposed.”

      “I could have.”

      Joren grunted. The royal guards watched with interest, whispering among themselves and gesturing to Muir’s amazing sword. Fillian was the very example of anxiety, ruining his manicure by biting his nails.

      “I concede.” Joren stepped back and, with a flourish of his blade, sheathed it in the scabbard. “Upon an honorable compromise satisfying the insult to my sister’s honor.”

      Fillian jumped. “Truly?” Then he appeared to recall his purpose and cleared his throat. “Upon what terms, Your Highness?”

      Joren raked his thoughts over any number of valid excuses to end the duel. A single explanation pushed to the forefront. “Although no blood has been drawn, an offer has been made by Lord Muir to marry Rapunzel. He’s asked for my sister’s hand in marriage and to bring her the happiness James Hook has so cruelly denied her. His words during the heat of the duel took me by surprise.”

      When he stole a quick glance at the Oclander, Joren realized he was on the end of a stare that could cut the heart from him if it were a knife. He grinned despite the visible threat in Muir’s glower.
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      Marriage. The prince had to be out of his damned mind. Muir ran his fingers through his hair and tried to think of any way to counter the proclamation. Nothing came to mind.

      Then it occurred to him that he could use the ruse to his advantage. Perhaps this would finally give him the access to the king he lacked before.

      “Marriage? Really?” Captain Vandry kept her voice to a low murmur as she moved up beside him, flanked by Faolan and Coinneach, a shifter from his own aerie and a wolf from TalWolthe’s northern pack. The former was his childhood friend.

      “Not my idea, believe me.”

      She laughed, a low, throaty sound. “I gathered that from your expression. You may want to work on that, Muir. No one wants a reluctant bridegroom.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Faolan snickered. “He won’t. The big ginger galoot never appreciates his blessings.”

      “Shall I inform the king and queen of this new development?” Vandry asked.

      Muir grunted. He shook his head. “Not yet. We’ll see what King Harold says first. He might dismiss this whole thing, so not a word to anyone.”

      “Very well. I’ll return to the ship. Should the king take offense to this plan, we’ll be ready to set sail the moment you’re onboard.”

      “Thank you.”

      He watched as the three walked off through the gardens and fought back his rising irritation. Whatever the prince’s plan, he had to help see it through, which meant Vandry was right. He had to play his part.

      When he turned back to the waiting royal party, he did so with a satisfied smile, as if he were pleased by the outcome. The prince spoke with his associates then finally crossed over to him while the others headed back toward the castle.

      “I believe they all bought my story,” Joren said.

      “Wonderful.”

      The prince pressed his lips together and studied him with the same intensity his sister had. The resemblance between them was remarkable.

      “Look, I know you can’t be pleased by this arrangement, but you must understand, it was the only way allowing us both to save face and rescue my sister from her current situation.”

      “And you think the king will accept this idea?”

      “There’s no reason for him not to. Besides, if he does refuse to grant permission, then you’re still safe.”

      “I see.”

      “For the sake of my own curiosity, and so I understand in the event my father remarks upon it, what did happen between you and my sister?”

      “Wouldn’t this have been better to discover before you challenged me?”

      Hot spots of color burned high in the prince’s cheeks. “Yes, it would have been. In this, I must beg your forgiveness. When it comes to my sister, I’m afraid my good sense is often forgotten.”

      “You love her. There’s nothing to forgive.”

      “Still, you have my apology all the same. Now please, will you tell me the true story?”

      Muir sighed and relayed the story he’d given to Anastasia, Alistair, and even Amerys. How amusing that three of the people he trusted most all shared names beginning with the letter A.

      “That’s it?”

      “That was all.”

      There was a change in the prince’s expression at that moment of realization, a moment that made Muir grin with satisfaction despite the severity of the situation. One moment Joren was flushed and bright-eyed, in the next, his face was the bloodless white of a man who understood how close he’d come to losing his life. For nothing.

      “Gods, we almost fought to the death over that?”

      “We did. It wasn’t my intention to shame your sister, but I had no other way to speak with her during daylight without alerting the royal guard. One must presume many of them are aware of your father’s schemes.”

      “I could demand to see her again. Speak to her when they haven’t the chance to force their poison upon her and uncover the truth. I’ll blow down the godsdamned door if I must.”

      “It would also draw suspicion,” Muir mused. “The guards would no doubt summon the king, and your father would come right away. And if the king would poison Rapunzel, what would he do to you?”

      “Damnation. Far too many variables, not enough time to plan. Can you get me in to see her tonight as you did?” Joren asked.

      “If we’re careful about it, yes. Meet me in the gardens after the first watch rotation of the night.  Bring some rope and some food if you can manage it.”

      “Are they not feeding her?”

      “They are, but I’m certain she’ll be glad of something she can trust to not be tainted.”

      Understanding dawned in Joren’s gaze, followed by an angry surge of color in his face. “Yes, of course. I’ll bring her favorites.”

      “Good.”

      “In the meantime, I’ll speak with both my parents about the recent development.”

      Muir grimaced again. “Do I—”

      “No. I will tell them alone.”

      Thank the stars for small favors.

      

      Joren decided to seek his mother first to appeal to her sense of decency, if any remained. When he found her, the queen was on a divan beside the window in her solarium where she often retreated during the days to escape any semblance of married life. She stared at the city below, a book spread over her lap with the art of a tuberose depicted on the open pages. Her tambour and embroidery occupied the spot beside her.

      Unlike his father, his mother had aged well. Her hair still held its golden luster and no wrinkles marred her ivory complexion. Despite that, there was a tarnish to her beauty, most notable in the circles under her eyes and the sway in her step—whenever she bothered to get up at all. He remembered a graceful, tall, beautiful woman, but she hadn’t been that for a long time.

      Sometimes, Joren wondered if their mother was reaching the age of dementia, when a person’s faculties sometimes dimmed and they were no longer in their right mind. What else could lead to her losing interest in her children, kingdom, and everything else resembling normal life overnight?

      Had Father drugged her too?

      No, the only drugs involved were those she imbibed on her own. The sour reek of old wine struck his nose once he was within a few steps of her.

      Her gaze turned on him, mildly interested, her smile halfhearted. “I see you’re home.”

      “I returned yesterday, which you would have known if you bothered to leave this room and your… distractions.”

      She waved a hand at him, dismissive as ever. “You’re home, what news is there in that?”

      Even though he had expected it, her apathetic response tore another bleeding hole in his aching heart. He longed for the days when his mother would meet him at the docks instead of Fillian, or even his father, thrilled to sweep her son into her arms and listen to his tales of studying abroad. She hadn’t cared enough to listen to his stories in years.

      “Have you been to see Rapunzel, Mother? Have you seen how sick she is?”

      “Always a frail child, that girl. Pity.”

      “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

      She sighed, as if the weight of answering his questions were a burden too heavy for her feeble shoulders. “You need to focus on what matters now, Joren. Your father and I are old. You’ve been brought home to take your place on the throne once you learn how to become a worthy successor.”

      “It should be Rapunzel’s place.”

      “As I said, a pity. You’d do well to set those hopes aside. Now, is that all?”

      He gritted his teeth and held back a sharp retort. “Yes. I’ll go find Father now.”

      “He isn’t far. He’s in his study as usual.”

      After dismissing her son, the queen returned to the only task that mattered to her anymore these days. She removed a bottle of frost wine from beneath a pillow and was pouring the golden liquid into her teacup before he even left the room.

      Servants moved out of his way as he stormed down the carpeted corridors. From one side of the castle to the other, his anger and resentment remained with him. Part of him wanted to burst into the room and hurl accusations. To demand the truth. That was the brasher side of him his sister always cautioned him to tame. It was that very side of him, damning and impulsive, that had led to challenging a man twice his size to the death over a few intimate touches in the garden.

      What would Rapunzel say if she could see him like this? She’d tell him to draw in a deep breath through his nose and release it slowly. She’d tell him to think his actions through before he did something he’d regret.

      So he listened to her silent voice in his head and collected himself outside the study door. Only after he had quelled the shake of his hands and calmed his racing pulse did he open the door and step inside.

      Joren brought one of his boot heels down louder than necessary on the polished wooden floor. “Father.”

      The king turned away from the hearth to face him. A smile broke across his weathered face, and light danced in the man’s blue eyes. “Ah, there you are, hale and whole as I knew you would be. I knew this nonsense would end peaceably.”

      “It did.”

      “How fares my diplomat? Did you call satisfaction at a single wound as I suggested?”

      “No.”

      “No? Then by all means, tell me what happened, my boy. How did you best a giant like Lord Muir without conceding the fight or taking injury?”

      “I did concede under grounds of achieving satisfaction, but under another condition, Father. Lord Muir asked for Rapunzel’s hand in marriage, and as her brother, I gave it to him.

      For once, he had managed to shock his father into silence. The man’s smile faltered. “What? Whyever would you do such a thing? She is not capable of marrying anyone in her current state.”

      “But, Father, you said it yourself, Lord Muir did nothing to Rapunzel she would not have done on her own for Eisland.” There was so much pleasure in uttering the words, yet he managed to keep the vehemence out of his voice and speak without absolute disdain for a man he’d come to hate over the years. “Did you not say you could think of fewer ways to foster intimacy between our two kingdoms. Now surely you have every reason to celebrate.”

      King Harold’s white brows drew together, deepening the chasm of wrinkles in his craggy face. His father had aged poorly over the years, already quite an old fellow by the time he and his wife had conceived the twins. In fact, they’d been lucky his mother had bore them at all, considering she’d been on the eve of her forty-ninth birthday when they were born. He knew, because his father had regaled him often with the tale of their miraculous birth, calling them both his special gift from Astra, goddess of love, because he’d never known he could adore anyone so much until the midwife had placed them both in his arms.

      What a load of pig shit that had been. Joren fumed, thinking back on it before shaking the thoughts from his mind. It was time to commit to the plan and truly show his father he was ready to take up the throne. What better way was there than to challenge his rule?

      “You lack the authority to approve such a match between your sister and a foreigner.”

      “My most sincere apologies, Father. I thought to impress you by taking the initiative and sending a letter to Creag Morden addressed from the Crown, inviting them to visit for the upcoming ceremony. I’m sure they’ll be unable to leave their throne under such short notice, with their ship mooring in our bay, but perhaps Queen Anastasia knows methods of magical transportation we do not.”

      “I see.” The old man steepled his fingers and stared down at his lap. “Then I suppose we have no choice but to plan a wedding. To spare your sister embarrassment on her special day, we must minimize the number of guests, of course. Only close family and nobles.”

      Joren nodded. “Naturally.”

      “As we are in agreement, I charge you with arranging the details of your sister’s wedding. Three days should be enough, won’t it? Perhaps you and Lord Muir will become friends in the coming days.”

      “Perhaps. Now, what about my ascending to take the throne? Mother says you’ll discuss—”

      “Not now, dear boy. Another time. Don’t you have work of your own to do regarding Rapunzel?” With a little shooing gesture of his fingers, as if urging a kitten from his lap, King Harold dismissed his son and ended the conversation.

      

      At about half past midnight, Muir squeezed into Rapunzel’s bedchamber and secured a rope around the end of her bedpost.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Tying a rope.”

      “Yes, I see as much. But why?”

      “Patience, Princess.”

      He secured the knot and gave it a testing tug. Her bed didn’t even quiver, crafted from heavy, strong wood. When Rapunzel opened her mouth again to question him, he placed a finger to her lips. Her eyes widened, the expression so comical he was tempted to laugh. No doubt she had never been silenced before in such a manner.

      “As I said, patience. Now, please step back.” Muir took the heavy coil and crossed over to the window. He peered out first and hefted the weight in his hand. “As long as you’ve grown your hair, I ought to be using it,” he muttered before dropping the other end out the window. Moments later, he hauled her brother inside.

      “Joren!”

      Rapunzel threw herself into her brother’s arms and wept against his shoulder, relief and happiness such a powerful storm within her that her body quaked.

      “So it’s true. Father really has been drugging you. I….” His gaze cut towards Muir then back to her. “I almost didn’t believe him. How long has this been going on?”

      “It began two years after James left.”

      “Gods, I’m so sorry. I… I failed you, Rapunzel.”

      “No!” She pulled back and looked into his eyes. “You’ve never let me down, Joren. Ever. You were away and had no idea.”

      “But I should have. I know James broke your heart, but I should have known you wouldn’t become some pathetic shadow of yourself over a man. I should have insisted Father bring you to Arthras. I should have rallied the council. I should have… done so many things.”

      “He brought their best healer over, or so he claimed,” she said.

      “Claimed. There’s no way Master Veritan traveled all this way without my knowledge. He hasn’t left the school in a decade.”

      Muir perked up. He had remained a silent observer to their reunion. “You can prove this?”

      “Possibly, but I’m not sure how much it will help. He could write to father and denounce the imposter, draw attention to it, but Father could merely lie and claim that he was swindled by some charlatan foisted upon him by the council. Now that he has disbanded his former board of advisors and hung most for treason, no one remains to challenge his word.”

      Muir glanced at her brother and raised his brows. “Go on, tell her.”

      “In my own time.”

      The griffin’s thin smile wavered. “Perhaps your own time should become now before I do it for you.”

      “Tell me what? What’s happening?”

      Joren sighed and raised a hand to his left temple. “I have a plan that will get you free from this tower, but it will require all of our cooperation if it’s to succeed.”

      The words reignited the spark of hope that had been dwindling with each passing day. “Truly? How?”

      “You two will be married,” he replied.

      “What?” Her voice climbed an octave. Muir winced and massaged both of his ears.

      “It was my idea,” Joren confessed.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “Shh. Keep your voice down. Most of the guardsman are imbibing on a bit of mulled wine to warm their bellies, but we don’t want to draw their attention.”

      She quieted, fixing him on the hard end of a long and silent stare instead.

      “I’m sorry, Rapunzel. It was the only way I could call an end to the duel.”

      She bit her tongue and took a moment to quell the rising anger. Sure, her brother had practically sold her off to retain his own honor, but when she looked past that complication, she was able to see to the core of the matter. When backed into a corner, he’d come up with the one viable option to solve all their problems.

      “As noble as your intentions were, Father will never allow it. He’ll never let me leave this tower.”

      An impish grin surfaced on Joren’s face. “Father… came around to the idea. We had a few words.”

      “But then he’d risk Lord Muir discovering the truth.”

      “As far as your father is concerned, he believes my monarchs only care about trade. That we have no interest in what he does with his people or kingdom so long as our trades are unaffected,” Muir said.

      “But James—”

      “I’ve fixed that too. Our little friend Tinker Bell was the motivating factor in the decision to rehabilitate James Hook. Tink loves him, and she’s also a grand fairy now, which makes her quite powerful and not one any of us wants to cross. I merely fed your father a few lies about Anastasia and Alistair wanting peace between all the kingdoms. They have James under their control now. As does his new wife, who wouldn’t dare allow him to step a toe out of line and risk his life again.”

      Joren stared at him. “You’ve thought of everything.”

      “I take pleasure in doing a thorough job,” the griffin replied, appearing as satisfied as a cat that had eaten the canary.

      “There’s still the matter of my claim to the throne.”

      “I’ve considered that as well. Given the fragile state of your mind, your father has agreed that you still deserve… male companionship. He wants me to provide an heir in the event Joren declines the throne.”

      “You mean my father agreed to let you use me as a broodmare.”

      Muir grimaced. “He did. After Joren had his say, your father called me to his study and I made phony promises to satisfy him for now. I have no plans of making good on my end of the bargain, but he doesn’t need to know that. He also doesn’t know what I am yet—mind you, I merely implied the bloodline could only benefit your kingdom greatly—but he became so excited he shook on it right away.”

      “Probably thinks you’re a dragon or some other dangerous creature. I could just throttle him,” Joren growled, sounding as bestial as Rapunzel imagined any shifter man would sound. “How dare he insinuate Rapunzel could… it goes beyond all decency. For years, he’s implied she’s nothing more than a doll, but he’s....”

      “Yet he’s very willing to allow a stranger in his kingdom to bed her,” Muir finished.

      A hard knot tightened in Rapunzel’s gut. What happened to the father who once held her on his lap and read her stories from the throne? “Mother won’t allow that.”

      “Mother is in her cups by lunch and doesn’t know where she is half the time, let alone what’s happening to you,” Joren spat. “She doesn’t care.”

      “Don’t I get a say in any of this?”

      “Say yes, Rapunzel,” Joren begged. “This is the only way we can get you out of this tower and away from Father’s drugs.”

      “Once we’re wed, I’ll create another excuse. Demand my wife accompany me away from the castle.”

      “Or I can make my claim on the throne now. Tell Father it’s time for him to step down as ruler. Either way, Muir’s plan provides every reason for him to listen. He believes Muir will control you as his king and queen are controlling James Hook. Don’t you see?”

      “I….” She had no other choice. The knowledge crashed over her like a cresting wave. Her gaze darted to Muir and took in the large foreigner she’d be bound to if she gave her consent to their wild plan. Who she would be bound to even if she didn’t. Now that they had aroused her father’s interest and played to his greed, he wouldn’t let the proposal die.

      “All right,” she murmured. “I’ll go along with it.”

      Joren wrapped her in his arms and hugged her tight. She couldn’t help but return it, grateful to be held by her twin again. “Excellent.”

      “We should go before we’re discovered,” Muir said. Unlike her brother, he looked as enthused about the plan as she felt.

      

      Lacking time the previous night to speak with his king and queen, Muir checked in the next evening in his usual place in the northwestern gardens of the castle grounds, finding it the quietest and least likely to receive patrolling royal guards.

      The fine, hairline crack caused by Rapunzel’s temper tantrum hadn’t worsened, thankfully, and tracing his finger over the mirror perimeter activated its magic.

      “Queen Anastasia,” he murmured against the rippling surface. Magical shimmers deepened in shades of twilight, and then the reflection of the night sky above him faded, becoming the warm, lantern-lit background of Castle TalDrach’s library.

      “Good evening, Muir.” An impish smile came over her face. “How does betrothed life fare for you?”

      King Alistair chuckled from somewhere out of the crystal ball’s frame. Muir wanted to throttle him and wondered how unevenly matched they would be if it came to claws and talons. “Perhaps a little conjugal bliss will remove the stick from his hindquarters.”

      “Alistair. He can hear you.”

      “I’m aware.” The dragon settled beside his wife, grinning broadly. “Amerys already told us about the outcome of the duel, expecting you may not have the free time to check in with us.”

      “I’m glad the two of you find this entertaining,” Muir gritted out between his teeth.

      Anastasia regained her composure first, concern replacing the amusement. “Really, Muir, I am sorry about how this went. I know—we know—what something like this means for you. However, I think Joren had the right idea.”

      “So do I,” Muir relented. “It is a marriage in name only, to save the princess. I will not take advantage.”

      “We never thought you would. Now, have you discovered anything else regarding slavery? We’ll need more proof than the word of a woman locked up for the past ten years for insanity, as much as I hate to say it.”

      Muir shook his head. “I haven’t, but now that the prince is here, I plan on venturing out on my own. Give me a few days. I don’t know how to describe it, but something strange is happening, like we’re standing on the precipice of change.”

      Anastasia nodded. “Then let us do whatever we can to foster that change. May the stars guide you, Muir. Take care.”

      The mirror dimmed and left Muir in the cold, wondering how so much responsibility had fallen into his lap.
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      Rapunzel smoothed her palms over the fitted bodice then turned from the mirror to face her maid. Her gown was the finest creation to ever enter the castle, a masterpiece of cobalt, silver, and ivory silk with a seven-yard train stitched with a thousand frost rosebuds. Another dozen of those roses had been woven throughout her hair, all three meters of it drawn into an intricate series of thick braids and fashioned into an extravagant updo. Pearl pins glittered amidst the tiny sapphire blossoms and occasional pop of pink from summer roses imported from Ridaeron and grown in the palace hot houses.

      For ten years, she’d allowed her silver hair to grow unimpeded, vowing she’d only cut it again on the day she truly attained freedom, that she’d mount the plait itself to immortalize years of captivity.

      She wasn’t yet free.

      Soon, Rapunzel thought. Soon, she’d be a free woman again, but she refused to celebrate until the day she was aboard the Twilight Witch or standing in an Eisland liberated from her father’s tyranny. When that day came, she’d take the shears to ten feet of hair herself.

      But today, she would be the radiant princess who smiled as she glided down the aisle to meet her prince.

      Over a decade had passed since the scheduled date of Rapunzel’s wedding to James Hook. That day should have been a joyous occasion, a beautiful moment spectated by all within the kingdom who wished to see her joined in marriage. Instead, she’d wept herself hoarse in the tower, refusing to see anyone, even Joren. Bitterness had taken root in her soul and left behind such a black stain she hadn’t spoken or taken her meals for days.

      But then she’d healed. The sun dawned bright one fine summer morning, and she realized James Hook hadn’t been worth so much of her sorrow. That there were other bright young men, and her life was better without the handsome pirate who sailed out of it.

      She’d courted a few nice nobles, found them not to her tastes, but ultimately rediscovered happiness. The sharp, bleeding wound left by Hook had scarred over, forming a tough little callous often forgotten until memories of him were stirred up by passing gossip. She still remembered his final day ashore in Eisland, his forced smiles and strained mood, the secrecy between them.

      Now she knew. Now she knew her father had chased him away, ruining James’s life and ultimately taking her freedom.

      “You are dazzling, Your Highness,” Sebille told her, the intrusion of her voice chasing away the dark thoughts laying a melancholic, crushing weight over Rapunzel’s mood.

      “You would say that if I wore a burlap sack.”

      “It would be only the most fashionable burlap sack, and my words would still be true. Still, today, you are elegance personified, a true rival to the goddess of beauty herself. Lord Muir won’t regret this.”

      Rapunzel sighed. Sebille didn’t need to know the truth, that the whole marriage was a clever ploy by her brother.

      Footsteps on the stairs announced her father’s arrival. He swept inside her room, decked out in his finest robes. “Ah, here’s the blushing bride.”

      Sebille curtsied and excused herself. Rapunzel waited until her maid was gone before lifting her chin and facing her father.

      “Will you drug me for this as well and have me carried down the aisle to my husband?”

      “I’d considered the ramifications of you lolling about at the altar before Eisen and all, but I suppose I shall trust you just this once, child. Will it be necessary to remind you of what will happen if you disappoint me and speak of our arrangement with Joren or our visiting beastman?”

      She swallowed. Sebille’s safety depended on her. “I’m aware of what you’ve threatened to do.”

      “Far from a threat, daughter mine. Her family is present, of course. They came to deliver that dazzling dress.” He flicked one of the rosebuds. “It would be a shame if they were named as traitors to the crown, consorting with the wrong sort of people, and executed on the morrow.”

      “I told you it isn’t necessary.”

      “Good. I’m pleased we were able to see eye to eye on this matter.”

      “You’ve forgotten one thing. How can I be married to a man who will never be allowed to see me? You do realize Lord Muir will want to enjoy the pleasures of marriage, Father. I doubt one of his sort, a beast as you call him, will tolerate it for long.”

      King Harold chuckled, the sound as malicious as the smile accompanying it. “I have considered that. The man is eager to return to his homeland, and from what I understand, no marriage to you will deter him from sailing to Cairn Ocland when winter ends.”

      Rapunzel feigned ignorance. “What does that mean for me?”

      “It means you shall remain in the tower for your own safety in his absence, of course, and these,” Harold tapped a long finger against the ring encircling her wrist, “shall not budge. Ever. While I do trust you to perform your wifely duties for our soon-to-be prince, my faith ends there.”

      “Father, please if you would just—”

      “You will provide an heir, birthing a suitable grandchild of his bloodline.”

      “Why are you doing this? Why won’t you let me just leave?”

      “All in good time, my dear. Now come, we have a wedding to attend.”

      He offered his arm, looking for all intents and purposes like a cheerful, doting father. Anxiety cramped her stomach and moistened her palms until they were damper than swampland. Her heart didn’t merely race. It took flight, thundering loudly enough for the ferocious beat to drown out the sound of her wedding march.

      I can’t do this. I can’t marry a stranger.

      But it may be my only chance at escape.

      Unless he’s as bad as my father.

      She clenched her clammy hands around the bouquet in her grip, threatening to snap the fragile stems. Her father led her deeper into the castle to the grand audience chamber while her inner debate continued. The doors opened and the crowd within—larger than she’d expected—all rose to their feet.

      And at the end, waiting beside her brother, was Muir.

      Even across the vast distance, the weight of his golden gaze seared through her with reassuring warmth, chasing away the chill produced by her terror. Something about it steadied her. Stranger he might be, but he was nothing like her father. Nothing.

      Muir had to be the most handsome man in the great hall. No. In all of Eisland. And in a few moments, he would be hers.

      

      Tailors from Floren spent a week stitching together an appropriate wardrobe for a bridal party. When Muir refused to don trousers, the old man sighed and pleaded for a compromise—the result was Muir wore his traditional clan tartan paired with a fancy, white buttoned shirt, a silver waistcoat of fine satin, silk cravats, and a heavy black frock coat.

      The grand hall had been transformed into a spectacle of lace and flowers, the end of the aisle decorated by a trellis crawling with vines of glittering silver-blue frost roses and pale rapunzel blossoms.

      There were too many people, swarms of nobility and gentry, their unfamiliar faces filling the seats on Rapunzel’s side of the aisle opposite shifters and sailors from the Twilight Witch. Too many strangers. Too many smells. Each one annointed with a different scent by temple priests before gaining entrance to the grand hall.

      Muir had spent much of his week reading about Eisland’s many ceremonies to prepare for the wedding. According to the texts in the castle library, each oil represented one of their gods, rose for Eisen, star lily for the sky goddess Siel, anemone for Triton, and precious amber for the goddess of love, Astra.

      The only deity lacking representation was one stricken from record, unnamed and shunned by the temples for causing mischief.

      Joren and Sòlas, a fellow griffin, stood beside him, the latter adorned in his best tartan and a fine shirt fashioned last minute by the royal tailor, though the man had fussed and groaned about the necessity of finding so much fabric to clothe their broad shoulders.

      He glared at the shorter blond. If he had his way, only close friends and family would be present. Joren had promised a small, intimate affair, but if this was what they considered small, Muir would hate to see what a truly large celebration looked like.

      Sòlas cleared his throat, tearing Muir’s attention away from how much he wanted to rip the prince’s head off.

      Then he saw her, and everything he’d known, everything he’d ever believed, disintegrated into the ether, his complaints, his grievances, his angst and misgivings, all became no more substantial than motes of forgotten dust.

      Rapunzel came down the aisle like a dream given physical form, her hair radiant and piled into an assortment of looped braids and flower-studded plaits threaded with rose gold. Her smile shone brighter than sunlight.

      And he dared to believe, dared to hope, it was only for him.

      Muir didn’t realize he’d stopped breathing until Joren nudged him. His lungs were starved by then and the room swam around him until losing consciousness became a dire concern. Sòlas and the other shifters would never let him live it down, the great Muir of Clan Leomlaire laid low by the breathtaking sight of the most magnificent human woman to ever grace the solid ground with her presence.

      The ceremony, or whatever it was that required so many fancy words from an overdressed man, passed by in a haze. He couldn’t focus on anything other than the celestial beauty beside him, because for one single moment when she’d emerged from the hall, he’d thought she’d been a shining gift from the stars. His star.

      “Lord Muir?”

      “Huh?” He blinked at the priest.

      “The vow. Do you promise to honor, cherish, and protect your new wife until the twilight goddess parts you from this realm?”

      “I do, yes. I will protect her with my life.”

      It means nothing. Their gods aren’t my gods.

      “I now pronounce you Princess Rapunzel and Prince Muir of Eisland. You may now kiss your bride.”

      The priest took Rapunzel’s hand and placed it in his. When Muir leaned in to kiss her, the puffed-up little man cleared his throat and gave a pointed look at her hand.

      “You kiss her hand,” Joren said under his breath.

      Muir corrected his stance and leaned down to brush a hasty kiss above her knuckles. The attending nobles applauded while the Twilight Witch’s crew broke out into boisterous, unapologetically loud cheers, hoots, and whistles.

      “Get it wet for us, lad!” Faolan cried above the din in their native language.

      Muir was going to murder him.

      The king moved over and smiled down at them. Then he raised his hands and waited for the ruckus to quiet. “We would be most honored if all in attendance would join us for a celebratory dinner in honor of the newly wed prince and princess. Please rise.”

      As if timed to his voice, an army of servants swept through the room. The first wave removed the cushioned seats and floral garlands while the second wave followed close behind them with tables. In a matter of minutes, the room was transformed from a wedding hall into a banquet feast, and at some point, they’d even detached and taken away Rapunzel’s train.

      He and Rapunzel were led to a private table set in the center of the room, with everyone else situated at a fair distance around them. A servant raised the lids from the domed platters set on their table, leaving Muir to stare in bewilderment at the odd assortment of food on his plate. Raw oysters in the shell sat on a bed of peppered arugula next to sliced figs and pomegranate. Fresh spears of an unfamiliar vegetable drizzled with a creamy white sauce at their tips had been arranged in a suggestive manner

      Is my mind deceiving me?

      Either his imagination had completely tumbled into the trench, or someone had artfully made a lewd display with their meal.

      More concerning than that was the lack of appropriate food for a shifter of his size. Where the hell was the damned meat?

      He grunted and took his cues from Rapunzel, using the utensils as she did for fear of embarrassing her. To his great relief, she merely raised the shell to her lips.

      Thank the stars for small miracles. He devoured more than his share of the oysters while enviously eyeballing the aromatic meals surrounding them. The guests enjoyed quail in mushroom sauce, roasted sweet potatoes, steamed green beans sprinkled in salt and cracked pepper, and honey-glazed carrots. Meanwhile, his rumbling stomach remained unsatisfied.

      “Excuse me,” Rapunzel spoke up, gesturing with a raised hand toward a passing servant.

      “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “Kindly bring two of those—no, bring three of those birds for my husband.”

      The young woman’s brows rose. “Three?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The woman bowed away and returned moments later with a fresh platter, three succulent morsels arranged atop it, each one browned to a golden perfection with a crust of butter and herbs. Muir barely refrained from salivating over them. Then he leaned forward and lowered his voice.

      “How did you know what I wanted?”

      “You appeared to be in distress,” Rapunzel said, a hint of a smile playing around the corners of her mouth.

      “Distress?”

      “Your brows were all knit together in consternation and you stared many times at your empty plate before glowering at the other trays.”

      “Thank you. This… meal is not what I am accustomed to.”

      “I understand. It’s a customary one, meant to, um, build the fire, so to speak.”

      Something told him she wasn’t referring to him setting the castle ablaze and flying home. “Right.”

      At a neighboring table, Joren tapped his spoon against a glass until the low murmur of several dozen voices quieted. “It brings me immense happiness to have each of you here tonight for a blending of two peoples, our triumphant kingdom and a powerful nation once forgotten. It brings me even greater pleasure to acknowledge that today, I have regained a sister once thought lost to me and a brother. Welcome to the royal family, Muir.”

      Muir ground his teeth, staring murderously at the silver-haired prince who stood at the table with a jubilant, ear-to-ear grin, either ignorant to the slow death Muir wanted to inflict, or confident in his ability to sweet talk a griffin out of plowing through their alliances and smashing him into the marble floor.

      The toasts continued after that, with every noble wishing to say his or her piece. Most of the well-wishes seemed to be aimed at the king, sycophants showing their true colors.

      By the time the feast ended and they were ushered away by Sebille and an escort of guards, Muir couldn’t wait to unfasten the fancy cravats and peel off the ridiculous vest he’d been cinched into beneath his frock coat. The tower doors shut behind them, and a heavy wooden bar slid into place.

      He snorted. No wooden door could hold him if he chose to leave.

      While Sebille removed the flowers and pins from Rapunzel’s hair, he studied the portraits on the wall. It didn’t take long.

      “You’ll share my room tonight,” Rapunzel said, guiding him up the spiral staircase.

      “Is that an order, Princess?”

      “No, it’s a tradition. A married couple spends their first three nights in isolation, to cement their bond and ensure a prosperous and fertile start to their new life together.”

      They wound their way up to the topmost floor. Without the train, her dress still dragged against the floor. Muir imagined the garment must have weighed a ton, far more uncomfortable than his formal trappings.

      “You should disrobe,” he said.

      

      Disrobe? His directive made her pause to reconsider her earlier assessments. She turned around to stare at him, wondering if the kind, somewhat solemn man had turned into a lecherous fiend, but she found him studying the decor while unfastening his cravat.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your dress, it looks cumbersome. You should make yourself comfortable and be at ease.”

      Rapunzel reddened. “Oh. That is, um, quiet considerate of you. For a moment, I thought….”

      “Did you think I meant… that I intended….” Muir appeared flustered, so bewildered at the threat of seeing her naked flesh that her eyes stung and heat swept across her upper chest and throat until she remembered their marriage was a sham.

      The response bubbled out in a rush. “No! Of course not. I… I merely can’t remove this ridiculous outfit on my own and mistook your words as an offer of assistance.”

      “Ah. Right.”

      Muir picked the knot apart with a few deft tugs then loosened the ribbon. An involuntary sigh of relief escaped her when the tension vanished and the corset expanded with her next breath.

      “Gods, that was a mercy. Thank you, Muir.”

      “Why do women wear such cruel contraptions if you find them intolerable?”

      “Beauty is pain.”

      Muir snorted with laughter. “What?”

      “Beauty is pain,” Rapunzel repeated. “At least, that’s what my mother always told me when I asked her why she wears such devices.” She smiled at the memory of watching the queen and her maid prepare one morning for a social engagement. She’d been fascinated, a mere girl of eight and far too young to wear such fanciful items.

      “And what does that mean?”

      “She went on to explain to me that the corsets, the shoes, the waxing, and other traditions are merely a part of womanhood, something to be embraced once we leave our child years behind, because they are expected of us and help us to fulfill our role alongside the men.”

      “Waxing? What is that?”

      Rapunzel turned to face him and raised both brows. “It’s when…. Do you truly not know?”

      His golden-red brows drew inward. “Should I?”

      She pursed her lips, wondering about Cairn Ocland’s customs and all the more anxious to see it with her own two eyes. She wanted to meet those dangerous warrior women who shifted into beasts, but doubted such a fragile, dainty thing as her could ever impress them in return. “It is when a beautician smears a layer of sugar wax across a hairy portion of your body, such as a leg, allows it to harden, and rips it away.”

      Muir stared at her, aghast. “No.”

      “Yes. See.” She shrugged off the enormous wedding gown and stepped free, although she remained in her petticoat and chemise. She hiked up the former until it bared her legs to the midthigh.

      “Our women do not do such things.”

      “So your women are as hairy as you are?”

      He frowned at her. After a moment, he tugged the front of his shirt and peered down the neckline. “I’m not that hairy, am I?”

      Phony marriage or not, there was something magical about his accent and the lyrical way his vowels rolled that turned her knees and joints into mush when he spoke Mordenian. Rapunzel sighed a little, preferring it over his Eislandic.

      “I wouldn’t know, since you’re wearing all of this to our supposed wedding night.” Rapunzel stepped forward and hooked a finger into his kilt. He placed a hand on her wrist.

      “Nice try, lass. Anyway, a little hair isn’t something I’ve paid any mind before. Our women are beautiful as they are. And look at you.” He touched a loose curl of hair framing her face. “I’ve never seen this color before in a human, and it’s so fair I doubt it would show anyway. What’s the point?”

      “I… I’m not sure.” She pursed her lips and considered it. “Comfort, I suppose. I enjoy the feeling of smooth skin. And it’s nice to be waxed and lotioned before lying in silk sheets.”

      “Then do it for that reason and that reason alone, not to impress another.”

      And with that, he stepped away from her and turned to the window. She gaped at his back, trying to make sense of what had just happened.

      “Rapunzel?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Why are there so many royal guards assembled on the stoop beside the tower entrance? Is this another of your kingdom’s strange traditions?”

      Rapunzel unsnapped her garters and sighed as she rolled the silk stockings down, her oblivious and disinterested new husband more fascinated with the landscape than her. “No, typical of perverted guards and nothing more. They’ll be there until Sebille emerges, at the very least.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Your maid is still here?”

      “Well, yes. She’s waiting downstairs. It is her duty after all to announce that the marriage has been consummated.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, um… do your people not do this?”

      “Have someone present during a private, intimate, and personal moment?”

      “Yes.”

      His expression hardened. “No. That is an invasion my people would count as the highest insult.”

      “Oh.” She bit her lower lip. “It’s because I’m a princess. The common people aren’t obligated to follow the same set of rules.”

      “What purpose does it serve? Do you think so little of making love that you would invite others to watch?”

      Rapunzel avoided eye contact, despising the judgmental look in his amber eyes and the way his face flushed red with indignation. “It is confirmation that the act has taken place when one is royalty, especially among the nobility. Otherwise, a marriage isn’t valid. I didn’t mean to disgust you so thoroughly with our heathen ways, my lord. Forgive me. I’m certain your people have no customs we would find strange and unusual.”

      A sharp, derisive snort was the only sound he made.

      “If Sebille doesn’t tell them, then they’ll know this is a sham. She’ll lie for us, but she’s poor at it, you should know. Her entire face turns pink, and she picks her nails without making eye contact.” A fleeting smile tugged her lips. “She used to try to cover for me as a child when I was up to no good, but Father could always tell.”

      “I am not bedding you.”

      “Do you prefer men?” The truth came to her on a thunderbolt of realization, flushing heat down her neck and over her face. No wonder he’d barely given her a cursory glance in her undergarments. Why he had been so tender and caring when she lay in her sick bed, poisoned.

      “Pardon?”

      “It’s all right if you do. Dear gods, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to throw myself at you.” She hurried into her dressing gown and belted the robe in place over her thin chemise.

      “Do your people disapprove of such things?”

      “Well, no, not really. I mean, you’ve seen the Silken Road, I’m sure. All manner of pleasures can be found there, whatever your desire.” The babbling continued when Muir crossed his arms over a chest she imagined was hard and sculpted with muscle. “Men in my society are expected to marry. Provide heirs. But they tend to continue their dalliances in secret.”

      “And that is accepted?”

      “It is… ignored. I mean, it would be a scandal if it got out, which is a shame.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because people should be able to love who they love, no matter who they are. I’ve never understood why they’re unable to merely wed the man of their choice, but circumstances are no better for women. They’re forced to take husbands, whether they fancy cocks or not.” The word tumbled out of her mouth before she could help herself, accompanied by a flailing hand gesture toward the area below his waist. “Manhoods! Manhoods, I mean. Things.” Flustered, she waved both hands and hid her face behind her palms, suddenly desperate for the cold air outside.

      Muir’s expression didn’t change. Gods. No one but James had ever cared for her potty mouth. Just when she began to curse herself, the stoic expression cracked and a widening grin spread over his face. He laughed at her, a deep and chesty guffaw that she felt in her stomach. “Lass, you can say whatever words you want around me. I’m the last one to take offense by how you want to reference a man’s bits.”

      “Oh.”

      “As for your assumption, while such inclinations are not uncommon among my people, and are celebrated the same as any other bonding, my preferences are for women.”

      “Oh,” she breathed again, no less humiliated. She searched the room for a place to hide, divided between crawling beneath her bed, taking refuge in the closet, or hurling herself out the window. “Still, I came on rather strong, and for that, I apologize. You’re a man, and I merely assumed….”

      “It’s all right.”

      “We could pretend, and that would be good enough to sate tradition.”

      “Does she not need to witness with her eyes?”

      “No. I mean, usually yes, but all things considered, so long as we didn’t tell her we were faking I could convince her to sit on the stairs. I’ll tell her it’s… against your tradition to have witnesses. A compromise.”

      Muir nodded. “All right.”

      

      By the stars, she was a vexing woman. Worse, she was a delightful temptation. It had taken all his control not to rip that sheer excuse for a chemise from her body and bend her over the bed. He imagined she would be soft and supple beneath him, her body like vanilla-scented silk.

      His loins tightened further, a reminder of how much he owed Sòlas a pint of mead for loaning his heavier sporran to him for the event. Muir’s was old and weather-beaten, having seen nicer days, and in no shape for a fancy wedding in front of nobles. He’d almost gone without one at all.

      Now the blasted leather pouch was the only thing concealing the raging, hard tension that would have raised his tartan like a plaid tent. He tried to will it away, cooling himself in front of the open window for a time while thinking about ice giants and wrestling the smelly mountain trolls who trespassed near their aeries.

      Thinking of home reminded him that Cairn Ocland was no place for a woman like Rapunzel, a woman who would expect paved roads and lavish suites. Even if he did seek a wife, he imagined her growing unhappier by the day among the women of his clan when she didn’t enjoy a life bathed in affluence and splendor.

      He hadn’t meant to let her babble, but the loss of her usual bitter and stiff manner had given him a true glimpse of the woman beneath. A charming and real woman with insecurities. And a tongue like an Oclander.

      Rapunzel moved over to his side and clasped her hands behind her back. “All right, Sebille is going to sit at the base of the stairs until the end.”

      “So we need to be seen in the bed.”

      “Yes.”

      “Very well then. Crawl in and we’ll begin this farce.”

      Rapunzel shimmied out of her dressing gown and slipped beneath the sheets. An expectant gaze raised to him, watching closely as he unbuttoned his shirt, then darted away when he loosened the belt securing his tartan.

      If it was going to look real, every last garment needed to be on the floor.

      Nude, he joined her beneath the glossy comforters. The sweet oils bathing her skin perfumed the pillows and bed covers as well, reminding him of how much he wanted to kiss every inch of her. He refrained from that through an exercise in willpower he didn’t know he possessed.

      And then she made this awful whimpering kind of sound that he likened to when the wild mountain cats were in their fertile season. A few breathy, exaggerated moans followed, chased by another series of pants belonging to a tired dog.

      Stars above.

      “Is that really how you sound when being pleased?”

      “I don’t know,” she hissed back. “I’ve never given it much thought before.”

      “So you’ve been with a man?”

      “Of course I have.”

      “But you are not wed. James spoke nothing of taking you to bed.”

      Her face mottled, and she huffed out an irritated grunt. “A true gentleman wouldn’t. Besides, James and I, not that it’s any of your concern, were never intimate to this degree. He was quite superstitious about it affecting his performance at sea.” Another subtle flush pinkened her cheeks, the kind of warm color he wanted to kiss away until he reminded himself, quite firmly, that their only connection was a false marriage.

      “You were betrothed. If not him, who did you have in your bed?”

      “If you must know, it is customary among our nobility to have a… a tutor of sorts, if you will, to teach us about the ways of intimacy when we come of age. I was an adult for many years before I met James.”

      “Ah, yes. Your customs,” he said, managing not to sound as disgusted as he felt. “And these are the sounds he taught you to make?”

      Rapunzel blinked a few times. Then the pink vanished. All the pretty color he’d admired was gone, shame in its place as she avoided his gaze altogether, making him feel like the worst kind of arse, because he’d once again judged her people, and he’d ridiculed her.

      “Forgive me, Princess,” he whispered against her cheek.

      “It’s fine,” she said stiffly, refusing to look at him.

      “This is never going to work. Your maid will never believe it, nor will the guards.”

      “There’s nothing more I can do,” she snapped.

      “Aye, but there’s more that I can do.” He grasped the lace undergarments clinging to her hips. One sharp yank tore the seam and bared her to his hand.

      “What are you—oh!”

      She hadn’t lied when she spoke of the waxing, because he found only smooth, bare flesh beneath his wandering fingers, invoking complicated and conflicting emotions of disdain and arousal in him.

      Rapunzel’s eyes flew wide, and her questions ceased. Good. She talked too much anyway, and in this moment, he needed her to feel. To give a performance that would save them both. His fingers played between her legs, coaxing her thighs to part.

      “Muir….”

      “No talk, lass. Close your eyes.”

      The moment her hands fell away from his wrist, his touch resumed, gliding and exploring, finding the tight heat of her body and exploring with two fingers until her hips rose from the bed and she was moving against him. Her face turned against his throat, a quiet moan the only sound filling the room.

      He wanted to savor the moment, but a merciless pang of guilt struck like a smith’s hammer against his conscience, reminding him Rapunzel wasn’t and could never truly be his.

      He found the tender center of her and flicked it with his thumb, delighting in the way her lips pursed and her head tilted back against the sheets.

      As much as he tried to remain detached, it was impossible to remain unaffected when she squirmed and writhed beneath his touch. Rapunzel kept her eyes closed, leaving him to study her face without reprisal. Every soft whimper and pleasured moan chipped away at his resolve.

      He was so hard it hurt, so hard he could have pounded down the barricaded tower door without using his fists.

      Would it be so bad to slip inside her, to take a new wife, to have her as his forever until the fates decided to take one of them from the world?

      Yes. He couldn’t bear to lose another mate, and coming from two worlds of such polar opposites, he couldn’t imagine any way for them to remain together. Not when lust served as their only bond, and there wasn’t true love blossoming between them.

      But I could love her, he thought. Perhaps some small part of him already did, because he never wanted to see that broken, wounded expression on her face again, and he’d break anyone who hurt her.

      “Muir,” she gasped out loud, clutching at him with both hands, her fingers grasping wildly. “Muir, please, please.”

      “Please what?”

      “I need… I need….”

      “Need what?”

      “To touch you,” she moaned against the pillow, breath feathering against his hair.

      “You are touching me, pet.”

      Her small hand slid down his sides, seeking until she found the stiff root of him and squeezed it in her grip. She stroked him with a feverish, wild rhythm, until a growl raised in his throat, and he swore.

      Her thumb rolled over the soft tip and flicked the sensitive crown. He imagined her mouth there instead, picturing himself thrusting between her perfectly bowed lips while lapping between her thighs with his tongue.

      A dozen wild and sensual thoughts assaulted him at once, each one more erotic than the last. He thrust in her hand and spilled over her fingers while wishing it was inside her, groaning a low sound of guttural male pleasure. Her name escaped him in a growl at the same moment she cried his name toward the canopy above them.

      They spoke nothing to each other afterward, even when she reached over him and grasped one of the damp cloths resting over a heating stone beside the bed.

      Afterward, he held her in his arms with her back to his chest and buried his face in her fragrant silver hair, loathing himself and the situation.

      If there are truly gods out there among the stars, why do this to me? Why give me a woman I could never keep?

      The question troubled him until he drifted to sleep.
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      Joren did his best not to look at the towering man beside him and jump to conclusions, but he’d been in the study when Sebille reported with her testimony regarding his sister’s wedding night. Apparently, it had been… vigorous—that was the word she had used. Loud. In the eyes of the gods and all who mattered in Eisland, they were truly married. He hadn’t expected them to make it official, and some part of him had expected the marriage to be annulled in the coming days once Rapunzel was free from their father’s tyranny.

      Blast it all, Rapunzel had even beaten him to the altar. She’d always been the first to conquer every milestone. The first to talk, the first to walk, the first to show a promise for magic. And now, despite making no attempt to find a new suitor, she’d even beat him to the temple.

      And he could think of no one who deserved a shred of happiness more than the sister who had been denied it for twelve years.

      Muir will be a good husband for her, he thought. Someone different, nothing like the suave naval officer she’d loved with all her heart. He glanced up at the giant man and thought of how he’d caught Rapunzel shooting him sidelong glances. Peeking at him when she thought neither Muir or Joren were watching.

      And Muir had spoken so highly of her. If there wasn’t something genuine between the two of them, he’d surrender his bride search and marry a fish.

      Instead of voicing those thoughts, he cleared his throat and angled another glance at Muir. “All went well for your marriage retreat?”

      The shifter flicked a neutral gaze at him. “Don’t worry, Prince, I did nothing to dishonor your sister,” he said in a low voice.

      “I never said you had.”

      “You didn’t need to. Your body language speaks volumes.”

      “I—”

      “Sebille overheard what had been intended to preserve the charade.”

      “She didn’t merely overhear, Muir. She saw.”

      “I’ll take this as a sign our ruse went well. She saw and heard what she needed to make her report. The rest of our days, Prince, were… silent.”

      “Oh, well, ah….” He cleared his throat and drew himself up. “Good then. And please, I am Prince Joren to members of castle staff, the nobility, and the commoners beneath me. To you, I am now a brother. A good thing to remember if you’d like to keep up the supposed charade.”

      Muir colored this time, much to Joren’s pleasure. At last, he’d unsettled the enormous fellow. “Of course.”

      Despite the small victory, Joren regretted broaching the subject at all, awkward as it was. No man wanted to imagine his sister doing… things. He shook it off, renewing his focus. “How long until your comrades arrive? When I spoke with Captain Vandry, she mentioned several would remain behind while she cruised to the south in search of my father’s next cargo shipment.”

      Muir grinned. “They were doing a bit of footwork in Jonquilles. With her gone, and my recent elevation in station, no one will suspect my decision to keep an entourage of my own loyal countrymen.”

      Their guests arrived a few minutes later. Fillian announced their arrival and offered his personal services as a tour guide, but Joren waved him off and said he’d prefer to do it. After all, they were practically family, Muir’s friends now his friends.

      “I’ve never known a man to jabber on so much,” one of the three Oclanders muttered once the doors shut behind the steward.

      “You get used to it,” Muir replied. “Joren, allow me to present my countrymen. These two are Coinneach and Lileas of Clan TalWolthe, and the big one is Kaid of Clan Ardal.”

      The big one? Beside the immense shifters, Joren felt like a child, leading him to wonder if all Oclanders were so large or if they had simply sent their most intimidating specimens. Even the woman, Lileas, stood four inches taller than him in her flat-soled boots.

      Kaid put a fist over his heart and bowed his head. “Prince Joren, it is an honor.”

      The wolves were a different story, a standoffish pair who merely stared at him through calculating eyes.

      “What is it we’re planning exactly?” Lileas asked.

      “To make my father step down and pass the crown to me.”

      Her brows rose, and she looked to the others before turning her brown gaze back to him. “And why would we be doing that?”

      “Because in these past few years, my father has taken what was once a great and good country and turned it into a center of vice and sloth. You’ve seen the court nobility, always dressed as if ready for a party. That’s because they are. They are taking everything from the common people, making them work harder for less. It has to stop.”

      “I’ve seen plenty of decadence, it’s true, but your city hardly looks downtrodden,” Kaid said.

      “That’s because this is our main city, in the shadow of the palace. You see what the royalty wishes you to see, a prosperous port, but I see the changes since my last visit home. Half the city is without lights.” Joren pulled a letter from within his coat and set it on the desk. “Things are worse elsewhere. This reached me today.”

      Muir picked up the letter and read it over. “Who is this from?”

      “A trusted friend I once sailed with years ago. I have contacts in the east who speak of a potential uprising in Floren. The people are angry. They’ve no jobs, and the careers they once preferred dwindle more each year since father put the supposed immigrants in the fields. They can no longer afford the wine they once helped to create.”

      “The slaves Hook mentioned,” Lileas said. Beside her, her mate remained silent. At least, Joren assumed the man was her mate. It was a subtle thing, but anytime Joren moved, Coinneach shifted his body to remain between them.

      Muir rubbed his chin. “You said preferred. Is there no other work? Don’t take us to be callous, Joren, but we come from a kingdom newly recovered from plague and war. There comes a time when every man must toil at tasks he doesn’t like. I’ve yet to see actual proof of slavery, either.”

      “Excuse me. Poor choice of words. We are a kingdom renowned for our wineries and our tailors, Muir. My friend says there are slaves harvesting the frost roses now. Women who once picked flowers and preserved herbs find their services unwanted. Unnecessary. Meanwhile, their infants starve.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “It is.” Joren had loathed the idea of slavery on principle, but he’d never considered the other side of the abhorrent practice. It hurt him, a pain deep in his heart, at the thought of any child starving. “It spreads beyond the vines into every laboring career. Maids have been released from services, cooks fired, and the brothels….”

      “Slave women,” Lileas said, though the word left her in a growl.

      “Yes. More about that concerns me than honest whores being put out of work.”

      Coinneach glanced at Lileas, and a brief, yet silent exchange took place. “You have our aid, Prince. Whatever you required, it will be done.”

      Joren exhaled, though he could have sagged in relief the moment the stern-faced shifters agreed. “Thank you.”

      “How many men in the palace stand with you, Joren?” Muir asked.

      “Not many, I’m afraid. I have a few men I trust implicitly, less than a dozen. My hope is for a bloodless coup, a show of force strong enough that my father steps down without a fight. We’re already in the castle, we don’t need to lay a siege. Word among the guards is that they’re ready for an exchange of power.”

      “What of the princess? Doesn’t she stand next to rule?” Lileas asked.

      “The royal guard know her to be insane. Father’s toxins led her to attacking several of them. We’ll never gain their loyalty if we reveal the whole truth now. No. It’s for the best if we remove Father and worry about the rest later. Trust me. I don’t want to be king, but I’ll bear a few months if it saves Eisland and frees my sister.”

      “When do we do this thing?” Kaid asked.

      Joren glanced at the window, Rapunzel’s tower within line of sight from his personal study. He’d already sent Sebille there with word of his plans, a promise to free her at last. That would be his first official act as king.

      I won’t wait another day, he thought. The recent news from Floren was all the motivation he needed.

      “Now.”

      

      With a pair of shifters flanking him on each side and a squad of royal guards moving in formation behind them, Joren entered the throne room. Though he’d hoped for a bloodless coup, he wore his sword and prayed for a peaceful resolution.

      Four guards occupied the room, two standing at attention beside the doors, another pair near the throne. His mother stood beside the window sipping from her teacup while his father sat on the dais.

      “What is the meaning of this, Joren?”

      “Father, it’s time for you to step aside and allow me to rule in your stead. I’ve come to challenge you.”

      “Challenge me?”

      “Yes.”

      The old man chuckled. “You wouldn’t know the first thing about becoming king. You’ve spent your entire life squirreled away at your ridiculous collegium hoping to one day become a true magician.”

      “I may not know how to rule, but I know what’s right. What you’re doing, slavery, poisoning my sister—I can’t abide it, Father.”

      “Oh, is that what you think? Is Rapunzel telling lies to her new husband?” The king’s rheumy gaze darted to Muir. “What has my errant daughter told you? I knew allowing this marriage would be a mistake.”

      “She didn’t need to tell me anything,” Muir growled. “Anyone with eyes could see something was done to the princess. I smelled the poppies used to drug her.”

      “Ah. And so you think to help my son overthrow me?” The king leaned forward, steepling his spindly fingers as his wife approached the throne. “It won’t be so easy as storming the castle and demanding I abdicate. Greater men have bowed before my power. I rule this kingdom. I do! And no one”—the king rose from his throne—“not even the spoiled fruit of my own womb will stop me.”

      Joren blinked. He’s gone over the deep end. He’s truly lost it and gone addled.

      On his next step, the king slumped to the marble floor, and lifeless, clouded eyes stared at the vaulted ceiling. A surge of magic swelled from the throne, then a sort of transformation—like a wicked alchemy reducing a once living man to a shriveled puppet—took place as his father’s body aged a decade in seconds. By the end, he appeared long dead, his weathered face creased with heavy lines like decorative paper crumpled and flattened anew.

      The queen slid into the seat and crossed her legs, the very image of elegance and grace. She raised her chin and smiled down at them from the dais before interlacing her fingers together above one knee. The bangles on her wrists glowed with a subtle violet light.

      “Mother?”

      For years, the queen had always smelled of wine and flowers, with a glazed look in her eyes as she grew increasingly detached from her family. Yet now, a transformed woman sat upon the throne.

      “Did you really think you could overthrow my magnificent empire, Joren? Did you think I would let you?”

      “I don’t understand. You did all of this? But you’re just a drunk.”

      “I pretended to be a drunk. Your father was a doddering fool who didn’t see the true potential this kingdom could aspire to. The wealth that could be made.” She nudged the king’s limp body with a slippered foot. “So I did what needed to be done.”

      “And Rapunzel? Why have you kept her locked up all these years?”

      “Because as rightful heir, I couldn't very well kill her, but she couldn’t be persuaded to see things my way. So I found another use for her.” The queen jangled the bracelets on her wrists, near identical to Rapunzel’s shackles, but made of fine gold and inlaid with gemstones.

      She’s siphoning Rapunzel’s power.

      “No, it’s not right. I won’t let you do this, Mother.”

      “You always were the weak one. I’d hoped sending you to Arthras would strengthen that spine of yours. No matter. None of that matters now.”

      One of the shifters growled, despite standing in human form. The rumbling noise echoed in the chamber.

      “Muir, go get my sister. She should be present for this.”

      “Gladly.”

      The moment Muir took a step, the guards at the door crossed their swords before it and blocked his path. “You won’t be taking her anywhere, beastman. Everything you ate, right down to those birds you inhaled like a heathen, were laced with a potion to increase your vigor and ensure a child was planted in her womb. And from what I am told, you took to your new duties with enthusiasm. Once I’m assured your seed took root, you’ll have no further use to me.”

      Muir snorted back a laugh. “You’ll be waiting a long time, hag.”

      The queen’s eyes narrowed. Joren didn’t even recognize his mother anymore. The coldness in her gaze, the hardness in her expression, made her a stranger.

      She rose from the throne and shouted, “Help! These beasts have slain the king!”

      At that moment, the guard beside the throne unclipped a trumpet from his belt, raised it to his lips, and blew six short notes every guard within the castle knew.

      Their monarchs were under attack. The warning cry was reissued from different corners of the castle by other guardsman equipped with trumpets. Whistles blew, and booted feet pounded marble floors. The castle came alive with activity, with men rushing into the room.

      “They’ve killed the king!” the queen cried in a shrill voice. The two guards at the throne stepped forward between Joren, the shifters, and Queen Gothel. He wouldn’t think of her as his mother any longer.

      “What do we do, Joren?” Muir asked.

      Joren unclenched his hands. “This changes nothing. We came prepared for a fight, so a fight is what we get.”

      Kaid grinned. “I love a good fight.”

      “Try not to demolish the throne room, lads,” Lileas said. Her mate chuckled.

      It didn’t matter that the trio of shifters were unarmed and only Muir wore a sword. The three transformed and filled the space, their teeth and claws all the weapons they needed. Both wolves were no smaller than the draft horses, and Kaid, the bear, had become an enormous monster towering above them larger than any yeti.

      A guard fell to Joren’s right. His gaze darted that way to see his brother-in-law protecting their flank. When he wasn’t holding back, Muir was a beast on the battlefield. He swung his enormous sword through the air and practically cleaved another man into two distinct pieces.

      Lileas pinned another guard beneath her, tearing out his throat and spraying blood. Five attempted to surround Kaid, with little effect, even when the one guard lieutenant drew his pistol and fired. Joren wasn’t sure if the iron ball even penetrated the bear’s dense pelt.

      Thank the gods they’re on our side.

      The queen swept King Harold’s scepter from the ground and tapped the ground with it. Static filled the air.

      Joren stepped in front of them and raised one hand, meeting her electrical discharge with a magical shield. It crackled across the semi-translucent surface and rolled off like water droplets sliding down an oil cloak.

      He had no staff. Didn’t need a staff. He’d spent twenty years of his life at the collegium for a reason, desperate to grow beyond the need for trinkets and tools to direct is power. Only the most powerful magicians with mastery in every elemental circle could cast spells without focus items.

      And those magicians were known as archmagi.

      He dragged in breaths of cool air, calmed, and found his center, channeling a sweltering, raw wave of force toward the throne. The queen met it with an arcane shield of her own, and then the true battle of sorcery began, pitting his will against Gothel and the force stolen from his sister. Hurling spells back in forth, volleys of elemental magic sizzling against shields, crackling over semi-translucent walls, and scorching the air.

      “Do not harm the prince!” Gothel called. “We must take him alive.”

      Bodies fell around them, one of the wolves—gods, they were breathtaking creatures to watch—had a superficial slice to the shoulder. It gleamed red against Coinneach’s gray and white coat.

      More armed guards fell. Their numbers had been halved at the very least. Then, Joren counted his blessings as a half dozen swept into the room without their tabards.

      “For Prince Joren!” came their battle cry. They joined the shifters as the raucous sound of battle spilled into the corridors beyond the throne room. More of them were fighting there.

      “Hold the entrance hall, Muir!” Joren cried.

      The shifter sheathed his sword and dashed toward the entrance. Becoming a powerful beast, he loped on both sets of paws and claws into the next chamber. His war cry echoed through the palace’s enormous halls, followed by the screams of royal guardsmen felled by his talons.

      One of the guards standing beside Gothel lobbed a loose sack of gunpowder into the center of the room. It bounced against the cobalt runner and the fabric lay open, sending up a plume of ash-gray powder. It was loose and in the air, shimmering around them as it drifted toward the ground. Coinneach sneezed. Much of it had been concentrated around him, now that the big bear had moved to the throne room entrance to prevent the ingress of more guards.

      Oh no.

      Gothel thrust the scepter toward them and lit the figurative wick to her spell. Dozens of miniature explosions ignited in the air and swept over them, popping against his skin and burning in a chain reaction, a dozen hot flashes searing flesh and burning fur. The stink of it filled the room.

      Coinneach took the brunt of it. Then a ferocious snarl reverberated throughout the chamber as Lileas flew through the flames swirling through the air. She hit another spell and was tossed to the side like refuse where she struck a marble pillar and slumped to the floor. Coinneach groaned and shoved himself up again. The second guard removed another sachet of powder.

      One twitch of Joren’s fingers shattered the windows with magical force. The fires flared at first, fed by the fresh air, but then cool mist flooded the room as Joren channeled the moisture from the snow and ice beyond the castle into a wet fog to snuff the flames.

      As the last cinders died, the injured wolf moved faster than Joren’s sight could track. Wind swept through the throne room. He collided with the second guard, crushed him beneath his furry weight, and shattered bones within his massive maw.

      The second guard stepped in and lunged with his sword, running the wolf through. Coinneach jerked back and tore the blade from his assailant’s hand. Another gesture from Joren directed a flurry of ice that flayed the royal guard down to the bone.

      Lileas dragged her mate from the danger zone as Gothel stepped forward.

      “Little pups, you want to play with wind, do you?”

      The queen raised both arms above her. An air funnel as powerful as a hurricane swept through the small space, although she remained stationary, only her floor-length dress and hair moving in the turbulent wind. It took Joren off his feet and slammed him into the bear shifter who strained to resist its tug.

      Kaid rose to his hind legs and slammed both paws into the ground. The marble moved beneath them and rose in a semi-liquid, malleable wave until it reached the ceiling and cut them off from the queen’s assault. His sides heaved with exertion.

      “She’s too powerful and growing stronger by the second,” Joren murmured. “I never… not once did I ever expect this.”

      Muir returned to his side in animal form, feathered chest heaving. “How could you?”

      Joren glanced left and right. Coinneach hadn’t moved again, and Lileas stood over him with her hackles raised, snarling. There were dead royal guards all around them.

      “We’ll have to make a retreat. We can’t overcome her,” Muir continued, tearing a broken blood feather from his wings.

      “You’re right.” Joren stared at the wall. It buckled. Splintered. Raw power shuddered through the castle, and then something sizzled in the air, a perceivable buzz of charging magic that raised the hairs on the back of his neck.

      Something was happening.

      “What do we do?” Muir asked.

      “Save my sister.”

      “I don’t have time to reach Rapunzel, Joren. Your mother will be through that wall at any moment.”

      “I know. And when she emerges, I’ll be here. Save my sister, Muir. Rescue her from the tower and fly her to freedom. Please. I beg of you. I’ll remain here to stall.”

      Kaid remained by the wall, his body tense with concentration, his shifter ability pitted against the queen’s sorcery.

      Lileas nodded and moved to Joren’s side, transforming midstride. “Go, Muir. Save the princess. We’ll buy you time.”

      Muir hesitated, jaw tense.

      “It’s all I can ask of you,” Joren said in a final plea. “Save my sister. Save your wife. And if I survive this, I’ll forever be in your debt, brother.”

      Muir clicked his beak and swung around before scrambling through one of the shattered windows. He disappeared from beyond their sight as the marble wall crumbled.

      The triumphant queen stood before the throne, scepter in one hand. The mirror above it glowed like black fire, somehow both light and darkness in one, pulsing to the time of the ache that pounded behind Joren’s eyes with insidious ferocity.

      The queen cackled and clapped her hands together. “Your amateur stonework is no match for me. None of you are any match for me, Queen Gothel of Eisland. But I won’t destroy you. No, no, no. Your pretty pelts belong on my floor.”

      “Stop this!” Joren cried, placing another magical shield between the injured shifters and the queen.

      “And you, dear son, I have plans for you.” Gothel swung her scepter into the large mirror above the throne. It shattered into an unfathomable number of black particles and became a cyclone tearing through the room. They burned through Joren’s magical shield and surged over their small group.

      And then there was nothing more.

      

      Rapunzel felt the change in the air, a low buzzing sensation like a building lightning storm sweeping over the castle grounds. When she glanced outside the window, the trees were still, their naked, snow-covered branches motionless.

      Sebille shivered and pulled her shawl over her shoulders. “Do you think your brother will send news soon?”

      “I hope so. We’ve waited so long here. I can’t imagine anyone standing alongside father for long. He mistreats the staff and treats them like less than animals.”

      “The guardsmen too, Your Highness. The things he says to them… the most demeaning things.”

      “I know. He holds no value for anyone these days but himself.”

      In the distance, a hawk screamed. Rapunzel tore her gaze toward the sound and looked outside just as Muir slammed into the stone ledge and his beaked face appeared in her window. His hind claws and talons scraped against the icy wall, scrabbling for purchase and dislodging several stones.

      Gods, what was he doing? It was broad daylight. She rushed to him and tore open the windows. “Muir, what’s happening?”

      “We need to leave, and there isn’t a moment to spare.”

      “Leave? But Joren—”

      “Your brother and the royal guard are fighting your mother in the throne room, Rapunzel. I have no time to explain further.”

      “My mother? But she’s only an old drunk.”

      He shook his head. “Far from it. Trust in me and come.”

      “Sebille is here, and I won’t leave without her. If I must flee this castle, she comes with me or I won’t leave at all.”

      “Fine!”

      Rapunzel flinched from his shout, straightened, and raised her chin. “You could barely cling to the stone beyond this window anyway. We need the door.”

      “Then a door you shall receive.”

      Muir grasped the wooden window frame in his beak and ripped it away with the ease of a child snapping a thin twig. His claws somehow found a place to grip, though his wings buffeted the wall from his effort.

      The wall thundered and shook, and on the next slam, it gave. Crumbling bits of stone and mortar tumbled away to reveal the enormous griffin with his wings spread to their full majestic span.

      “He’s huge,” Sebille breathed.

      “Yes.” Huge and beautiful. For a moment, Rapunzel forgot the danger and admired her rescuer.

      “Both of you on my back, now.”

      The curt words snapped her back to the present, to their dire situation. She sensed the building power in the palace and had no urge to see it with her own eyes. Grabbing nothing more than her shawl, she clambered over the broken wall and onto Muir’s back, finding a seat just behind his neck with her legs in front of his wings.

      “Sebille, come on.”

      “I… I can’t.” Sebille’s gaze shot to the ground far below, her eyes wide in her pale, green-tinged face.

      “Oh, for goodness sake.”

      She reached over, grabbed Sebille by the wrist, and pulled the woman over with a sharp tug. To Muir’s credit, he neither complained nor moved. Sebille scrambled to get situated, grasping her around the waist.

      “Go, Muir. Go!”

      “Hold on tight,” he warned before he pushed off the stone wall.

      Frigid air rushed past them. They were plummeting, falling toward the ground for the first seconds until Muir’s wings snapped out and the wind pushed through his feathers, carrying them perpendicular to the snowy castle grounds. Sebille’s high-pitched shriek echoed across the skies.

      Rapunzel dared to look to their left. Her stomach rose into her tight throat at the sight below, both the distance to the ground and the magical light show pulsing beyond the windows of the castle’s throne room.

      “Don’t look, Sebille!”

      Her friend buried her face in Rapunzel’s back and squeezed tighter.

      The griffin looped around above the castle, banking a hard left and soaring with his wings outstretched.

      “Muir, take me to my brother! We have to help him.”

      “No,” Muir said.

      “We can’t leave him!”

      “I leave three of my kin with him, I know what’s at stake. Your safety is my first priority.”

      “I don’t care about my safety. We have to do something to—”

      The castle rumbled before an explosion roared like a furious dragon and snuffed its lights from every corner of the palace. Not only in the castle, but in the city, each lantern, candle, and lamp going dark in a widening wave until even the ships in the port were blanketed in shadow.

      “Joren!”

      It brought a palpable feeling, like a manifestation of cold and bleak, living gloom moving ever closer, coming nearer and spreading across the air itself like a living oil stain.

      The ground rushed past beneath them as Muir raced for the coastline, a sense of dread creeping over the back of Rapunzel’s neck.

      She didn’t dare to look behind her again at the fast approaching wave. Feeling it was enough. She hugged the back of Muir’s neck and closed her eyes, a prayer on the tip of her tongue for her brother’s survival. Whatever her mother had done, it pulsed behind them like a hungry beast, and it was hot on her griffin’s tail.

      The magic had a sound. A noise. She could feel it pounding in her soul, like the hammer blows of a smith working metal, each strike centered against her heart.

      Muir shot out over the water. The sensation receded, and the creeping terror began to fade. She dared to look over her shoulder to see the force contained against the shoreline.

      “It stopped,” Rapunzel said. “The magic halted at the water.”

      The glistening cloud spread for miles above the city and shrouded it in darkness too thick for the dwindling sun to penetrate.

      “Where will we go now, Muir?”

      “There’s only one place we can go. We need to find Captain Vandry.”
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      It seemed to Rapunzel that they had flown for hours, but the moon had barely moved across the sky when Muir angled back toward the Eisland coast. In the darkness, so far from any town, she couldn’t make out their location. Muir glided down to the rocky beach and lowered to his belly. Sebille clambered off and slumped on the solid ground, huddled within her shawl, but Rapunzel remained on his back.

      “Why have we stopped? What are we doing here?”

      “The Viridian Sea is too large and too dark to easily find the Twilight Witch. She flies enchanted sails and camouflages her ship when she doesn’t want to be seen. We’ll have to bunker down here until daybreak.”

      “But—”

      “I cannot fly forever, lass. Even I have my limits, and I am unaccustomed to carrying two. With one of you perhaps, I could travel for hours longer, but with two I risk the chance of exhausting without a place to land.”

      “Of course, I’m sorry.” She hurried down from his back and dropped her shoulders. “I should have realized—”

      Muir returned to his human shape and touched her chin, raising her gaze back to his. “Do not berate yourself for worrying. You left many behind, including your brother.”

      She blinked, tears blurring her vision. “We have to go back for them.”

      “We will, if we’re able, but not tonight. We need shelter, and then we’ll find the Twilight Witch. Then, and only then, will we plan what comes next.”

      “Then we should at least start a fire.”

      “No, the smoke and light would be seen for miles on a moonlit night like tonight, and I doubt the queen will have let us go so easily. She’ll have people looking for us.”

      “But we’ll freeze,” Rapunzel argued. “Sebille and I aren’t so fortunate as to have feathers, and we both left without a stitch more than we’re wearing.”

      “There’s a small cave further up the beach,” Sebille said in a soft voice. Both he and Rapunzel turned to look at her.

      “You’re certain?” he asked.

      “Yes. My family used to come to this coast in the summers when I was a child. I recognize the rock pillars.” She pointed to the right at the spear-like outcroppings jutting from the water.

      “It’s better than nothing at all,” Rapunzel said.

      In silence, they made their way up the beach until they found the cavern Sebille spoke of. As described, it wasn’t deep, but recessed far enough to provide cover from above and block out most of the wind.

      Rapunzel huddled with Sebille at the back, making use of what few leaves and grasses she could to fashion a nest of sorts. Something to cushion the cold, hard ground. Muir sat a few feet away with his mirror in hand and spoke in his native language. While she couldn’t understand a single word, the lyrical sound made her wish she could.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked after he put the device away.

      “Aye. Vandry has given me a marker to follow once the sun rises. I also spoke with my king and queen.”

      “To them both?”

      “They rule as equals. Is this not how things are in Eisland?”

      “Power has always been with the ruling family. My father, his father before him, his grandmother.”

      “So, if you had ascended the throne….”

      “Then I would have full authority and my husband, you, would be second in power. Should I die, the crown would pass first to the oldest of any able-bodied children I’ve born, or to my brother if we had none.”

      Muir shifted and fluffed his feathers, both wings closed against his body. He looked so damned warm and comfortable, the lucky bastard, with his plush feline fur and those enormous feathers against his breast. Envious, she eyed him for a while until Muir raised both wings.

      “There’s space for two,” he offered.

      Sebille scrambled closer and claimed the left wing. Rapunzel slid beneath the right and tucked her body against his side. With nothing more than their shawls and his body heat to provide their warmth, they crowded close in the cramped space. Sebille fell asleep within moments, exhausted by their ordeal, but Rapunzel found rest elusive.

      “Please tell me what happened,” she whispered. “How did my brother’s nonviolent overthrow become this?”

      “Do you really wish to know? I don’t think the answers will comfort you.”

      “Nothing about any of this is comforting. Even so, I want the truth. I think I deserve it.”

      “You do.” Muir sighed, a strange sound coming through his beak, almost like a whistle. He started at the beginning and left nothing out as far as she could tell. She listened without interruption, every new revelation seeming to break her world a little more.

      “I wish we had gone back for Joren,” she whispered.

      “Your safety was his chief concern, and I honored that request.”

      “He could be dead.” She closed her eyes and turned her face against his feathers. The down tickled her cheeks and smelled of the pleasant musk and spice she associated with Muir’s human body. Soon, Sebille’s soft snores and the howl of the wind outside became the only sound in the tiny cavern.

      “You cannot think like that,” Muir said after a moment.

      “How am I supposed to think? All these years I’ve been imprisoned by who I assumed was my father, but you tell me it was my mother all this time. My apathetic, drunken, uncaring mother.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, lass. It was an unexpected turn of events. Did you have any idea your mother held such magic?”

      “No, but maybe I should have.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Magic is passed down through families. Father doesn’t have the talent. Not an ounce, and I know from my study of our paternal line that there hasn’t been a magician for several generations. My grandfather had no magic, nor did my great-grandfather.”

      “So it comes through your mother’s line?”

      Rapunzel nodded. “I’ve seen mother cast a spell or two, but they were harmless, innocuous things. A casual glamour, a shimmer of light. Coaxing a budding flower to achieve full bloom within seconds. Animating a puppet to dance for us. She would make these little miracles for my brother and me when we were tots, to entertain us.”

      “While you turn into a snow nymph.”

      “That’s not precisely what I do, and it took years to manage that trick, thanks to these.” She lifted her hands and shook the shackles around her wrists. “I project my will into the snow and manipulate it. But snow isn’t a living, breathing thing. If she took possession of my father, then… that is a dark magic beyond my knowledge.”

      “Captain Vandry may be able to break your shackles. She’s a talented mage, and I have no doubt she may have seen similar contraptions before.”

      “Where is she?”

      “I told her to sail for the east. Your brother has contacts in Floren who are waiting to receive us.”

      Rapunzel gazed toward the cavern opening and sighed. “My brother….”

      “Hold on to hope. It’s my belief she won’t kill him.”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Because she had twelve years to do away with either of you, but she didn’t. She locked you away. She allowed Joren to train into a powerful mage. And there’s one more reason. During the fight, she ordered the guards not to harm Joren. I believe she needs him for something. Perhaps she intends to use him as a puppet on the throne as well.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Are you warm enough?”

      “Your wing makes a good blanket. I’m sure Sebille would agree, were she awake.”

      “You should join her and try to sleep. You’ll need your strength. We all will for what is to come.”

      

      True to his word, Muir picked out the Twilight Witch against the dawn horizon despite it appearing no larger than a grain of sand on a canvas of blue to Rapunzel’s human eyes.

      They traveled at an alarming altitude, higher than the kites children often flew in the parks, but it was during this time that Rapunzel saw breathtaking sights below them. There were sea birds soaring on the winds, the eagles she’d once watched while on a pleasure boat ride, and magnificent water mammals rising from below the foam-capped waves. Those were her favorite to watch, especially when they appeared to swim in synchronization like a galloping herd of wild ponies.

      While there must have been at least a hundred miles between them, he crossed the distance in what felt like minutes. At times when the cold wind became too much, she buried her face in the fluff at the base of his neck, the down feathers impossibly soft and so warm despite the cold ocean air.

      Sebille clung to her as they swooped down toward the vessel. While part of Rapunzel wanted to scream in terror at the steep plunge, the other part of her wanted to whoop in exhilaration. Muir pulled up at the last moment and landed with perfect grace on the swaying deck.

      “That was wonderful,” she whispered. Muir turned his head and peered at her with one golden eye.

      “Was it?”

      “Yes. I’ve never flown so fast on my own.”

      “I never wish to do so again,” Sebille muttered behind her.

      Two men stepped over, as big and brawny as Muir himself, and helped the women from the griffin’s back. Sebille sank down on the deck on her hands and knees the moment her feet touched the wooden planks. Sympathy moved Rapunzel to kneel beside her friend and rub her back.

      “We’re safe now, Sebille.”

      “I know, Your Highness. I’m sorry. It’s just all too much I suppose.”

      “Is she all right?” Back in his human guise, Muir stepped over and regarded them both in concern. A woman with a patch over her eye stood beside him.

      “We’re fine,” Rapunzel replied. “It’s been a hard night, is all.”

      “Then allow me to get you both comfortable, Your Highness,” the woman said. She bowed at the waist. “I welcome you to the Twilight Witch and would be honored if you took my cabin to rest.”

      “Oh, no, I couldn't possibly put you out,” Rapunzel said.

      “You won’t. I barely sleep as it is. Please.” Vandry offered a hand to Sebille. “There’s room for you both.”

      “Thank you.”

      Muir assisted her to her feet but dropped his hand once she was steady, as if he couldn’t bear to touch her. So much for their joyous marriage. Thus far, nothing about the happy ending she’d expected had come true. Her brother should have been sitting on the throne and righting the wrongs enacted by her father’s strict regime, and she should have been celebrating her freedom alongside a wonderful, courageous man, even if he was a foreigner from a kingdom that may as well have been a magical paradise in another realm.

      Rapunzel swallowed back the lump in her throat and followed the former pirate across the deck. Even Captain Vandry failed to live up to her terrifying reputation as the heartless magical scourge of the Viridian Sea. With all the stories she’d heard about pirates over the years, she’d expected a hard-looking woman with a murderous gang of cutthroats at her command. Instead, everyone appeared rather normal. While they lacked the uniforms and wardrobe of a proper naval crew, there was an unexpected civility about them. They weren’t an unruly band of thieves after all.

      “Here we are. You two ladies should be quite comfortable in here.”

      The captain opened a door into a large stateroom. No treasure gleamed from overflowing chests, but there were a surprising number of books, and one wall displayed several maps with coastlines Rapunzel didn’t recognize from any of her studies. A large bed filled the space beneath the windows.

      “Where will you sleep?” Sebille asked.

      “I’m not averse to taking a hammock with the rest of my crew,” Vandry replied. She studied them both, lips pursed, and ran her gaze up and down their clothes. “There’s a chest over there with clothes. You’re welcome to anything you like that fits. You and I are not so different in stature, Princess, so you might find something suitable.”

      “Thank you again, Captain.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I’ll have some food brought up shortly.”

      “Captain?”

      Vandry turned from the doorway and looked back to her. “Yes?”

      “Where does my husband—Muir sleep?”

      A single auburn brow rose. “He has one of the officer staterooms, one deck below us. Take the ladderway just out here in the passage, first door on the left.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Freshen up, eat, and then I imagine you’ll want those cuffs off. I’ll gather a few things and meet you on deck when you’re ready, Princess.”

      

      Sebille chose to stay in the cabin after they ate, and Rapunzel didn’t argue with her. Despite being raised on the coast, her friend had never been fond of sailing. She turned green even when walking onto a docked ship.

      Rapunzel, on the other hand, loved the sea. She carried many fond memories of afternoons aboard a ship with her brother.

      The Twilight Witch was a beautiful vessel, though different in design from anything Eisland had ever built. She ran her fingers across the railing as she stood out of the crew’s way, admiring the deep indigo swirls in the wooden grain.

      “It’s called drakeswood by some. Others name it witch’s oak.” Vandry moved to Rapunzel’s side and smiled.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “There aren’t many who have, but fewer have traveled the seas as far as I do. Now, are you ready to be free from your binds?”

      More questions about the ship lay at the tip of Rapunzel’s tongue, but she bit them back. Something about Vandry’s abrupt change in subject warned her against pressing further, and the idea of having full control of her magic returned to her held more importance than her curiosity.

      “Please. I’ve tried everything over the years to get them off. I even greased my hands up once with butter, but the blasted things wouldn’t budge.”

      Vandry’s lips turned up at the edges, and her one visible eye gleamed bright with amusement. “I think we can do a little better than butter.”

      Runes flared beneath the captain’s touch as she ran her fingers over the bracelets. They glowed deep violet then red. Vandry muttered an incantation, the language full of harsh consonants and deep vowels Rapunzel didn’t recognize. The metal bands warmed to the touch, and when it seemed they were close to burning her skin, the runes shattered and the bracelets cracked.

      “There we are.” Vandry knocked the pieces into the sea. “How do you feel?”

      Rapunzel rubbed her wrists across the paler strips of flesh. After so many years with them on, it felt strange to be rid of them, but otherwise nothing had changed.

      “Rather fine. I suppose I expected… I don’t know.”

      “Try a spell. Something small.”

      Something small. Rapunzel turned her gaze back to the sea, to the waves breaking against the hull, and reached out toward the water with one hand. Salt laden wind whipped through her hair and tossed her bangs around her face.

      Magic coursed through her body like a flood. Rapunzel had meant to call up an orb of water to manipulate, a game she and Joren had played many times. Instead, a geyser shot up, a twisting funnel that sprayed water down over the ship. Alarmed cries rose from the crew. By contrast, Vandry remained exactly where she stood, arms crossed over her chest, expression calm.

      “Very nice,” she said, “but I think most of my crew have already bathed this day.” She paused a beat. “Most of them.”

      “Yes, right.” Rapunzel pulled back her power. The geyser thinned, slowed, and finally collapsed back into the sea. When she turned around, she found every person staring at her. Including Muir. Only Vandry appeared unruffled by her magical display.

      “Magical ability usually weakens when restrained for so long, but yours has done the opposite. How peculiar. With proper training, you’d make quite the formidable sorceress, Your Highness.”

      Vandry’s praise filled her with warmth. Rapunzel looked up, straightened her shoulders, and cast aside her embarrassment. “Thank you, Captain. I know we don’t have much time before we arrive in Floren, but would you do me the honor of sharing your knowledge?”

      “I’d be happy to pass on what advice and training I can. We should probably start with focusing your control.” Her smile widened. “Before you capsize my ship.”

      

      Rapunzel spent the day with Vandry on the ship’s bow attempting to relearn and refine lessons Joren had passed on to her when he first began teaching her spells in secret. The captain wasn’t a gentle taskmaster either, and by the time Rapunzel retreated to her cabin for dinner and rest, she was exhausted.

      She’d never tease Joren about mages being lazy in their libraries again if his instructors were anything like Vandry.

      But as tired as her body was, her mind remained active, her thoughts restless. She waited until Sebille had fallen asleep and the ship was quiet before she ventured out in search of Muir. No stranger to ships and their tight, narrow passageways thanks to visits aboard several of Eisland’s finest vessels, she made her way without trouble down to the lower deck. The first door on the left was at the end of the hall. Rapunzel paused outside, straining to listen. Was he awake? Was he even inside?

      There was only one way to find out.

      The door opened after a single knock, making her wonder if he’d smelled her outside and had been waiting for her to make the first move.

      “Something I can do for you, Princess?”

      At first, her voice failed her. The sight of his bared chest and the chiseled contours of so much muscle disrupted her thoughts, and her mind went completely blank. Golden red hairs gleamed against his ivory skin, tempting her to smooth her palm over his torso.

      “Princess?”

      She snapped her gaze to his face. “May we talk? In private.”

      He stepped aside and swept an arm toward his bedchamber. The room, while half the size of the captain’s, was far tidier, with a narrow bunk, a desk, and shelves lined with books. The only thing out of place were the blankets piled on the floor in an empty corner.

      “I figured you would be asleep after your ordeal and lessons.” Muir shut the door and gestured her to the only chair on the room. Rapunzel perched on the edge of it, only to rise again moments later, too restless to sit still.

      “I thought the same, but my thoughts are too wild for a proper rest I suppose.”

      “So you thought to come here?”

      “I….” She snapped her mouth shut and considered the truth. “For ten years, that tower was my prison, and now that I’m free, I find myself afraid. Except for when I’m with you. May I sleep here tonight?”

      Muir said nothing. He stared at her, his lips pressed together, and for a terrible moment, Rapunzel was certain he was going to deny her. Then, his expression softened and he dipped his chin.

      “I cannot imagine how all of this has affected you, but it must be terrifying. You take the bed.”

      “Oh. What about you?”

      He gestured to the blankets piled in the corner. “I tend to take my rest as a griffin.”

      “Really?” Curiosity drove her to lean forward. “Do you and your clansmen prefer your animal forms over your human?”

      “No, it’s not that. Like many of the shifter tribes, we spend equal amounts of time in each form. But I find nesting more comfortable than a bed.” He shrugged and glanced away, making her wonder if she’d made him uncomfortable with the question.

      “I can’t say I blame you,” she said. “I have one more small request.”

      “What is it?”

      “My hair. I swore to myself I’d cut it the day I was free from the tower, but I don’t have a knife. Would you do the honors?” She turned her back to him and held her breath.

      Muir said nothing at first. Then she heard his quiet footfalls, felt the touch of a finger against her pinned braid. “Rapunzel?”

      She forced her lungs to cooperate, hating that contact between them made her breathless. “Yes?”

      “Let down your hair, lass.”

      While he fetched a knife, she removed a few pins used to secure the massive, heavy plait. When he stood behind her again, his body heat radiated through her.

      “Where shall I cut?”

      “Here, maybe?” She touched her neck, but he shook his head. “Here?” She gestured to her shoulder.

      “You want I should take all of it?”

      “Why not?”

      “You’ll miss it,” he said. “A shame it would be to cut such beautiful hair so short. Though it may grow back, long hair is as much a part of you as my tartan is part of me.”

      Rapunzel mulled the words over for a while, turning them over in her head. “Cut where you believe is best.”

      “All right.”

      Muir took the braid in his hands, there was a gentle snick sound of the blade slicing through hair, and a great weight lifted from her. Greater than she’d realized after so long of bearing it. He’d cut it to end a few inches below her waist.

      She blinked away the moisture in her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      After she wound the fallen braid into a big loop, she placed it in the corner out of the way. Muir watched her in silence, wearing one of his unreadable expressions.

      “Sleeping under your wing last night, I’ve never been so warm. Would you mind if I…?”

      He answered by shifting. Once he settled amid the blankets, he lifted one wing in invitation. Rapunzel settled against his side and rubbed her cheek against the soft feathers. They didn’t talk, and in a way, she was grateful. She didn’t want empty words or awkward conversation, only the comfort his presence provided. With Muir’s scent and warmth wrapped around her, she slipped into slumber and tried not to worry about the days to come.
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      Muir sat on the edge of his cot with the mirror cradled in his hands. He’d woken alone that morning, and if not for Rapunzel’s scent fresh against his feathers, he might have thought he dreamed it all.

      He must have slept like the dead to slumber through her leaving the room, a rarity when he often awakened at dawn.

      Setting aside personal musings for later examination, he activated the device. The surface gleamed silver then revealed the familiar sight of the queen’s study. Sunshine shone through the large windows and birdsong filtered through the magical connection. The sound made him miss home.

      “Queen Anastasia, are you there?”

      Elspeth popped into the frame. “Muir!”

      “Hello, wee lass—”

      She wrinkled her nose at him. “I am not so wee anymore. Da’ lets me fly alone now. All the time.”

      “A bonnie lass, then. My apologies, Princess.”

      It seemed like only yesterday when he’d let the little princess sit on his knee during get-togethers and celebrations. Now she was far older, much too old to be treated like a child.

      It made Muir feel his age, every bit of his childless thirty-five years.

      “Is your mother available? I have news to report.”

      “I can get her, I suppose.” She leaned closer, too close to the mirror, and lowered her voice. “Will you bring me something nice from Eisland?”

      “Nice like what?”

      “A dress. I want a pretty dress like Victoria’s with frost roses and ribbons and a corset. It has to have a—”

      “Elspeth Liadh TalDrach, what are you doing in my crystal ball at this bloody hour?”

      Elspeth vanished from the image, but her voice carried to him as she fled. “Nothing, Mum! Muir wants to talk!”

      Still in her dressing gown and red hair gathered in a loose braid over one shoulder, Anastasia settled into the frame. She yawned into one hand and smiled. “I hope she didn’t give you too much trouble.”

      “None at all. Is it too early? Forgive me, I should have checked the time.”

      “Not at all. You may call whenever you wish, whatever the hour. Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, I simply wanted to keep you abreast of our progress. We’ll reach Floren’s coast tonight at our current pace. So far we haven’t seen a single ship, and that worries Vandry and me both.”

      “Understandable. For a naval kingdom, I’d wonder where all their ships are as well,” Anastasia said. She rubbed her chin and made a soft sound in the back of her throat. “Do you think it’s because the queen doesn’t have control of the navy or that they’ve been assigned elsewhere?”

      “I don’t know. My fear is that she’s sent them to Ridaeron to seek aid. I plan to ask Captain Vandry to scout the surrounding seas. If Ridaeron does send an invasion force, she can warn us ahead of time.”

      “Good. In the meantime, I plan to send our own ships to aid you. We have two, and my father has pledged another four ships.”

      “Will you be sailing over, my queen?”

      Anastasia’s lips turned down. “As much as I’d like to, no. Despite the wall of thorns I grew, Liang has begun testing our borders again. Alistair left this morning to join the TalWolthe clan in the south.”

      “I understand, though having a dragon assist would have given an advantage.”

      The queen chuckled. “An advantage you’ll still have. Teagan has asked to go with James on the Jolly Roger to provide aerial support along with more of your clansmen. If the seas are kind, they’ll be with you in a little over a week. Two at the most.”

      “We’ll welcome their assistance, but are there no others able to aid us? Have we no other allies?”

      “There are, but I prefer to wait until I know we have no other option. I dislike the idea of calling Joaidane away from his responsibilities in Samahara, but I can think of no one more capable.”

      “The aid of another sorcerer would be a blessing, my queen.”

      “Keep me updated, and should it become necessary, I’ll beg him if I must. Now, what are you hoping to find in Floren, Muir?”

      He ran his hand through his hair and released a heavy breath. His queen saw straight through him, so putting on a show of confidence never crossed his mind. Not like when he spoke with Rapunzel.

      “I really don’t know. If I had my way, we’d keep sailing, but the princess won’t abandon her people. I respect that.”

      “How could you not?”

      “All we can do now is seek out this resistance and see what they’re actually capable of. Until then, I can’t venture a guess.”

      “I understand. Keep us updated. Until then, stay safe, Muir, all of you. James will have the Jolly Roger and Scarlet Brigade ready to set sail at dawn.”

      “Thank you. I’ll inform the others.”

      Muir and the queen bid each other goodbye, and then he tucked the mirror into his satchel and prepared for the day. When he reached the deck, Faolan jumped down from the rail of the quarterdeck above them.

      “It’s about time you woke up,” Faolan said. “I’ve been here for hours keeping your morning watch.”

      Muir grunted and brushed by him. He scanned the deck, spotted Rapunzel with Vandry, then turned back to his clansman. “Where’s Sòlas?”

      “Fishing.”

      “Alone?”

      “Do you want to tell the old man he needs a nursemaid to watch over him?”

      Muir grunted again, but he couldn’t argue with his friend’s logic. “Any change during the night?”

      “No, we’re still on course, and we haven’t spotted a single sail. Vandry doesn’t like it. She says it’s unnatural. Me, I can’t wait to get back on dry land.”

      “You’ll have your chance soon enough. But not quite yet. I want to scout out Floren before I bring you and Sòlas with me.”

      “You get all the fun.”

      “Aye, and one day when you’re the alpha of an aerie, you’ll get to have all the so-called fun. Until then, this is what I want to do. We’ve already lost Coinneach, Kaid, and Lileas to this damned kingdom, and I won’t risk you both, too.”

      

      Like Jonquilles, Floren flourished along the coast and nestled against green hills. Rapunzel had missed the city and loathed visiting it under such unfavorable circumstances.

      They used the cover of night to fly into a city lit by the occasional street lantern, but mostly shrouded by darkness. He landed in a quiet courtyard as directed by Rapunzel, then she and Sebille slid from his back. There was only a single light on the corner, and a wanted flyer of an old man had been wrapped around its stone pole.

      Milo Bernard, wanted for the crime of high treason. An offer of 5,000 crowns had been offered for news leading to his capture, double the amount for his head. His name struck her as familiar.

      “My family’s shop isn’t far,” Sebille said. “A few lanes over.”

      “Is that safe?” Muir asked, transforming. “The queen knows of your family.”

      “We must try,” Rapunzel answered, “if only to warn them, especially because my mother will no doubt be aware that Sebille is with me and may suspect Floren as our destination.”

      “Oh no,” Sebille moaned into her hands. “You should have left me behind, Princess.”

      “No. Whether I left you in the tower or not, she’d still know of the rebellion. If she could violate my father’s mind, we must not doubt she’s learned Joren’s plans and his discussion with his contact here. But even she would need time to reach Floren by land.”

      “And if she comes by sea, we’ve had the head start at least,” Muir said, glancing toward the coastline. Vandry had anchored miles away, refusing to sail into port until they confirmed its safety. “Why are the streets so silent? Is this typical?”

      Sebille shook her head. “No. I haven’t visited home much over the years, but this is as unusual as it gets. Something’s definitely wrong.”

      They passed a dozen more wanted posters of other men of varying age while taking the indirect route to the next lane. The road was lined with stone cottages and little homes with manicured grass lawns and flower gardens teeming with colorful pansies and ivory crocus with deep, blood-red centers.

      Sebille knocked on the door.

      No one answered.

      “Perhaps no one is home and we should return to the ship?” Rapunzel murmured.

      Muir stepped up to the door. “No. I heard a noise. Someone’s—” A curtain shifted in the window. “—there,” he hissed. This time he knocked, his knuckles booming against the wood.

      The door opened promptly to frame Moussa, a pale-faced, graying man in his dressing gown. His eyes grew wide. “Sebille?”

      “Father, what’s happening?”

      The old man dragged his daughter across the threshold. “Inside, quickly,” he said to Rapunzel and Muir.

      Muir placed his hand on Rapunzel’s waist and nudged her inside ahead of him. Sebille’s father led the way through the darkened house and took them down to the cellar.

      “Papa—”

      “Shh.” Moussa lit an alchemical lantern on the table beside a rack of wines. When he turned to them, he appeared more haggard than he had been days ago, his face lined and eyes shadowed by exhaustion. “Sebille, I’m so glad to see you safe. And you as well, Princess, but you’ve chosen the wrong place to seek refuge.”

      “Papa, what’s going on?”

      “Floren is not safe. When we returned from the wedding, soldiers had taken a patrol in the city to seek out traitors against the crown. They claim there are many rebels. Can you believe it? They’ve taken three men into custody already and put two to death.”

      Rapunzel stared. “What? Moussa, Countess Tasia would never allow—”

      “Countess Tasia and her husband were the first to be arrested, Princess. Lord Emberlene of Château d’Anise rules Floren now. He has put a curfew in place. Anyone caught outside their home or place of business after dark is arrested on charges of conspiracy against the crown.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Rapunzel whispered. Countess Tasia had been the city’s faithful, hardworking governor for over three decades, nearly as long as Rapunzel had been alive. “She’s planned this the whole time.”

      Muir groaned into one hand and rubbed his face. “It’s not too late to return to the ship and set sail for Cairn Ocland. We’ve done all we can, Rapunzel. What we need is an army if we’re to rescue your brother.”

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “You must,” Sebille’s father said. “Prince Muir is right. I merely ask of you to take my daughter with you.”

      “What?” Sebille spun to face her father. “Will you, Mother, and Maxence not come with us? There is a ship able to take us all away.”

      Moussa shook his head. “No. I will not. We have too much here, too much to lose. Your mother and I believe once the rebels are routed out, there will be peace again in Floren. Unfortunately, your brother is determined to find this resistance, wherever they are. He is out there now, risking his life for this foolishness.”

      “What do you know of the resistance?” Rapunzel asked.

      “People have been grumbling for months, but it’s never been more than talk. Until the soldiers came.” Moussa sighed and ran his hand through his thinning hair. “Now the rebellion is real. Someone has been leading strikes against the soldiers the past two nights. I’ve asked my son to stay out of it, but he won’t. He says there are others who oppose the crown outside of Floren.”

      A spark of anger ignited in Muir’s chest and burst out of him before he could bite it back. “Would you prefer to have a coward for a son? Floren is his home. How can you blame him for wanting to protect it?”

      “Sebille and Maxence are all we—”

      A door shut above them, followed by the thump of feet against the wooden floor. “Father?” The steps came closer.

      Sebille unlatched and opened the cellar door. “We’re down here, brother.”

      Maxence came down the steps. He’d grown into a large man since Rapunzel last saw him, his skin the ruddy and deep tanned brown of a dock worker or sailor who spent his days under the sun.

      “At last,” Moussa said, moving to join his daughter by the door. “Must you do this every night? Your mother was sick with worry. I promised her I’d remain awake as long as it took for you to return home.”

      Maxence sighed. “Then perhaps you should retire and join her in bed, Father. I’m home now. Go rest. Tell Mama I’m home safe.”

      Moussa’s mouth pressed into a tight, disapproving line. He stared at his son for a while longer then left the room.

      The tension in Maxence’s shoulders didn’t fade until his father was gone and a door clicked shut above them.

      “He’s worried sick for you,” Sebille scolded.

      “Easy for you to say when you’ve—” Maxence blinked. His gaze darted from Sebille to Rapunzel and Muir, eyes widening to comical levels of disbelief. “Your Highness?”

      Rapunzel smiled. Sebille’s brother was a good man. She’d always thought so, even when they’d both been on the eve of puberty and he’d become too flustered to play with them anymore. “Hello, Maxence. Eventful night?”

      “Oh, well….” He looked away and rubbed his neck.

      Sebille placed her hand on her brother’s arm. “It’s all right, Maxence. They know about the resistance and your attempts to find them. They’re here to help.”

      Maxence clenched his jaw and studied them. Rapunzel held her breath while she stood under his quiet scrutiny, and relaxed when he nodded. “Is it true what Sebille told us of you being poisoned?”

      “It is. I’ve been captive in the palace for a long time. Joren attempted to overthrow our father days after receiving a message from someone in the rebel’s camp. Now we’re here to bring news to the resistance and to offer whatever aid we can.”

      Muir folded his arms against his chest. “Your father seems to think you are searching for the rebels.”

      Maxence nodded again. “I’m not searching for anything. That’s just what I tell Papa to keep him from really worrying. I’ve been part of it from the beginning.”

      “Good, then you can take us to them,” Muir said.

      “Now? All of you?” Maxence’s gaze darted toward his sister.

      Muir nodded. “Yes, the sooner the better. I’d—”

      Rapunzel touched Muir’s hand and gave a tiny shake of her head. Then she turned to her maid. “Sebille, go see to your father. There’s no need for you to be involved further.”

      “Are you sure, Your Highness?”

      “Your family needs you right now. The less involved you are with the rest, the safer you’ll be.”

      “All right. Please be careful, all of you.” Sebille returned upstairs and closed the door.

      “Thank you for that,” Maxence said. “Come, we’ll have to move fast and quiet, but I can get you where you need to go.”

      

      The rebellion’s headquarters, if they could be called such, were located in an old butcher shop in the lower west side of Floren on the outskirts of the markets. This place wasn’t so far from the docks, and the streets were dim outside, an area once lively long after dark now dead and silent. They’d entered through a rear door in an alley.

      Rapunzel followed Maxence deeper inside the old warehouse, through their cold room where sides of beef hung on hooks. The smell of butchered cattle and livestock hung heavy in the air.

      Maxence stepped into the room ahead of them. Through the gap between his shoulder and the door, Rapunzel saw over a dozen men sleeping on cots by the rear wall. There were three more men gathered around a table featuring a map of Floren.

      “This is where they keep the black powder,” one man said, puffing furiously at his cigarillo. White smoke clouded the air, fragrant with the familiar aroma of cloves. “We’ll also have to disarm the mage—”

      Maxence cleared his throat.

      The gruff, smoking speaker glanced up. His gray brows knit in consternation. “Didn’t you just leave?”

      “Yeah. Glad to see everyone didn’t follow behind me. I’ve brought company,” Maxence announced to the group. When he stepped aside, Muir and Rapunzel entered the room.

      “My goodness. It’s the princess,” a distant whisper reached her ears from one of the cots. “Take caution. They claim her to be mad and crazy.”

      Men moved for their arms, and a sense of general unease settled over the small room. Rapunzel raised her hand to Muir’s arm when he reached for his sword.

      “No. They’re right to be afraid of me. I would be afraid of me.”

      The man with the heavy mustache strode forward to meet them, and as he came nearer, recognition flooded back to Rapunzel of an older, retired naval officer her brother had sailed with years ago. In fact, she had seen his name on a poster less than an hour ago.

      “Captain Milo? You’re with the resistance?”

      The old man grinned uneasily. His hand rested on the grip of his holstered flintlock pistol. “Indeed I am, Princess Rapunzel. I hadn’t expected to see you here. Where is Joren?”

      “My brother….” Her throat tightened. “He will not be joining us this day. He was in the castle when our mother released an awful magical attack. We don’t know of the outcome, but it is safe to assume it is unfavorable for all of us. I know what you all must know of me, what you’ve heard over the years, but I ask you to please hear me out.” Muir shifted, ever a fount of support and courage beside her. “To hear us out.”

      Low murmurs went up amongst the men. Many of them were awakening, or being shaken by others to listen to their exchange.

      Milo frowned. “Forgive me, Princess, but you seem to know something I do not. When your brother wrote to me, he made no mention of the queen. Only your father.”

      “My father is dead. The true power behind the crown these past years has been the queen. I’ve spent years captive in a palace tower as she’s told lies, abolished our council, and mistreated Eisland’s people. Please believe me.”

      “It’s true,” Muir said. “I was with Joren during the attack. He remained behind so the princess could be freed.”

      “You must be our new prince. Word reached Floren of the wedding.” Captain Milo offered his hand, and they shook.

      “Muir.”

      “A pleasure, Prince—”

      “Just Muir.”

      Milo arched a brow and looked from Muir to Rapunzel, but said nothing of it. “Joren spoke highly of you and your prowess with the sword during his final correspondence to me.”

      “His swordsmanship is the least amazing thing about him,” Rapunzel said. Muir glanced at her, but she continued, a surge of pride taking control of her tongue. “He is a shapeshifter from Cairn Ocland with a great gift.”

      Low murmurs filled the room with rising excitement.

      “A dragon?” asked one rebel.

      “No.” Rapunzel raised her chin. “Better. And now that we’ve confirmed the existence of a rebellion in Floren, we’re willing to do whatever it takes to free the city from Lord Emberlene and, gods willing, rescue Countess Tasia.”
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      Something wasn’t right.

      Muir clasped both hands together behind his back and observed the city streets below the butcher shop through a grimy window. The rebels without wanted posters had been sent into the city for reconnaissance in the early hours of the morning, some of them checking in frequently with updates.

      At first, Muir had voiced doubts about Captain Milo’s unusual plan, but as the afternoon passed, he saw the brilliance in the old war hero’s scheme. Still, he couldn’t shake the sneaking suspicion that something had been overlooked, even as hope spread like a flowering blossom, sweeping from one corner of Floren to the next.

      Desperate men and rebel sympathizers gathered in small groups and pairs at the five strategic rendezvous points set by Milo. By afternoon, the original thirty-four rebels had swelled to a crowd of two hundred men, not all of them battle trained, but each one eager to scratch and scrape out of poverty. The rebels came from all walks of life, many objecting members of the city watch and other forms of law enforcement across Eisland. A small handful belonged to the Royal Navy and had spoken of possible mutinies that had been long coming. Hook wasn’t the only captain who had loathed dealing in slaves, merely the first to listen to his heart and stand up against the crown.

      As for Muir, they’d given him strict instructions to remain off the streets, claiming his red hair and manner of dress marked him as foreign and different. Instead, he’d observed from the warehouse’s second story windows since he awakened, viewing what he could with his enhanced sight.

      The humans had been impressed by his ability to pick out the most innocuous details at a distance without a telescope.

      They’d also been happy when he revealed the mirror, his lifeline to Captain Vandry and the other shifters. Using the magical device, he gave orders to Faolan and Sòlas to remain aboard the Twilight Witch until he called. A griffin’s cry could be heard for miles.

      Milo stepped up beside him. “I imagine a man such as you wouldn’t be a stranger to battle. Are you ready, Your Highness?”

      Muir twitched. Despite his requests, the royal title may as well have been branded into his chest. “I was raised in blood and battle. For years, my kingdom was embroiled in a war with one neighbor and attacked from within by another dark force.” He paused before adding in a quiet voice, “Let us hope Eisland fares better and we bring this to a swift resolution.”

      Milo nodded.

      A fight broke out down below, initiating phase one of Milo’s plan as a gang of men intercepted a city watchman en route to his post. They clubbed him from behind, and chaos broke out in the streets. Across the road, the man awaiting relief charged forward, drawing his sword, only to be felled by a blow to his head.

      Rapunzel was waiting for them on the lower level, watching the spectacle from the safety of the doorway as citizens fled the scene. There were many more battles like this throughout the city, and they all wouldn’t be easy.

      Muir studied her gray, ashen face and her shaking hands. She wrung her fingers together and stared outside, eyes wide.

      She isn’t ready for war. She has no business participating in this mad scheme.

      “Are you prepared, Princess?” Milo asked.

      “No. She isn’t,” Muir said.

      The liveliness returned to Rapunzel’s eyes as she turned to him. “I’m ready.”

      “Hardly. You’re shaking harder than a leaf in a thunderstorm. Have you ever watched a man die?”

      She raised her chin. “Twice. Executions. And I daresay both had earned it.”

      “This won’t be like that. Men will die on our side, and they won’t have earned it,” Muir said, closing the distance between them, stepping into her space. He took both of her hands. “Men will bleed and die this day, Rapunzel, good men. Remain here and let those of us who have seen battle be the ones to—”

      Rapunzel jerked away and jabbed his chest with one finger. “No! I won’t sit here and hide while people fight in my name. You weren’t always experienced with battle. Once, it was your first time too, and I won’t allow you to shut me out.”

      Muir sighed. Looking at her, he didn’t think she would last five minutes. “You will stay by my side, do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “When I give an order, you will follow it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do what you can to cast defensive magics,” he continued, setting his hands on her shoulders. “You don’t have to harm anyone.”

      “I can do this,” she whispered.

      “Then let’s go.”

      They moved through the market’s streets at a quick pace with Milo’s rifle squad. As per the plan, the watchmen had been removed and most citizens evacuated, but that still left the garrison and the contingent stationed at the governor’s estate. As part of phase two, they would spring Countess Tasia and anyone loyal to her from the jail. Afterward, they would march on Château d’Anise.

      A tickle raised the hairs on the back of Muir’s neck. “Something’s wrong.”

      “What is it?” Rapunzel whispered.

      “I can’t place it or describe it, only that something is wrong.”

      A rebel glanced over his shoulder at them. “It is like the smell of the sky before a storm,” the man said. “You know it’s coming, but never can predict where the lightning will strike. It’s good to be on guard.”

      “Right,” Muir said, though he knew there was something else amiss.

      A loud noise cracked to Muir’s right, and a man fell screaming to the ground as the acrid odor of gunpowder filled the air. He’d been only a few feet away from them. Less than arm’s distance of Muir.

      “Take cover!” Milo shouted.

      Muir grabbed Rapunzel around the waist and dragged her behind a stack of crates filled to the brim with fruit. She crouched and remained by his side, her face pale and sweat glistening on her brow. Milo and his remaining men ducked into cover at various points in the square.

      “Those blasted things,” Muir growled.

      Rapunzel peered over the top of a crate. “They only hold one round. Once a man has fired, it takes moments to reload with another bullet and more gunpowder.”

      “So I gather, but….” He tried to count, but the enemy had chosen their ambush site well, many of them concealed. “There’s at least a dozen. We’re outgunned.”

      Rapunzel set her jaw. “Then let me flush them into the open.”

      “Ra—”

      Before he could protest, she darted out of cover and closer to the action. A shot narrowly missed her, although it skipped across the surface of something semi-translucent and ricocheted into the snow nearby.

      A shield. A magical shield. He hadn’t seen it until it repelled a round destined for her small body.

      In the next moment, dozens of dangling icicles tore from ledges and came crashing down. A man standing beneath a building’s overhang threw up both arms to shield himself, startled as snow piled on a roof slid like water over the ledge and rained down around him like frozen spikes.

      Her diversion worked.

      “They have a mage!” someone shouted on the enemy’s side.

      “Not just any mage,” Milo chortled as Rapunzel scooted into cover beside him. She forced a weak smile to her face. “Can you use that ice to create some cover for us, Your Highness?”

      “Yes.”

      A wall arose from the dirty snow and brown slush stamped into the roads, becoming a thick, opaque shield partially covering the way into the square. Rounds crashed into the rough surface to no effect aside from a few hairline fractures.

      “Now!” Milo shouted when the last thump of iron against ice signaled the end of the enemy’s rounds.

      The small group charged around the barricade with their swords at the ready and guns loaded. Muir joined them, aware of Rapunzel to his rear. Protective magic surrounded him like a radiant second skin alight with a sensation he could only describe as her. Compassion and warmth, the essence of the woman he’d vowed before their Eislandic gods to protect with his life.

      One last shot careened off that magical shield, a final bullet wasted by a man lurking behind an abandoned carriage. He deflected the first stroke from Muir’s sword, only to be felled by the next. With the danger of the opposing force dampened by Rapunzel’s magic, the captain’s rifle team discharged their guns and made short work of the enemy.

      All was calm moments later, and they hadn’t lost another man.

      “That was an excellent show of magic, Your Highness,” Milo said.

      “Thank you.”

      “May we encounter no one else en route to require more of it,” Muir muttered.

      They had just made their way to the edge of the city when a young man charged from a side street, sweating profusely despite the dark stains of blood on his brown woolen coat.

      “Captain!”

      Milo paused and spun toward him, hand on his sword hilt. “What is it?”

      Their messenger bent with his hands on his knees, gasping for breath. “An army. There are hundreds of men approaching from the west. It looks like the queen may have predicted we’d do this, because she’s sent the royal army.”

      “Gods. Hundreds you say?”

      At that moment, a flaming projectile crashed into the building beside them. The structure shuddered and collapsed, consumed by a great explosion while dark gray plumes of smoke rose toward the sky.

      Rapunzel shrieked and dropped to a crouch with her magic flaring around them in a wide dome. Instinctively, Muir bent over her, though it wasn’t needed. Soldiers marched into view down the snow-covered street. Then another squad flooded from an alley and cut off their retreat. Riflemen stood at the forefront of each enemy line.

      “Close us off from the rear!” Milo shouted.

      Rapunzel created another ice wall to guard their rear from taking fire, as Muir transformed and charged into the group, throwing his bulk into them and taking the unprepared men off their feet. They scattered like mice before a larger predator, several screaming, one shooting wildly. A ball flew harmlessly between Muir’s flight feathers.

      He’d overstepped the boundaries of Rapunzel’s spell, not that it mattered, because in the next few seconds, he closed his beak around a soldier’s shoulder and shattered the bone. He shook the man, thrashed him into a wall, and pounced the next with his front claws. The sword strike meant to fend him off slid through his breast feathers and left a narrow slice. Hot blood welled from beneath them.

      “Muir!” Rapunzel shrieked.

      He swung around in time to see the man he’d crushed—the wounded soldier should have been in too much pain to even contemplate attacking again—was now on his feet, left arm dangling uselessly by bits of connective tissue and bone. He rushed Muir with his sword in his offhand.

      Quicker than Muir could move, a barrage of ice crashed into the advancing one-armed attacker. Rapunzel stood at the source of the assault, flushed with exertion as a stream of chilly power rushed from her outstretched hands and stopped Muir’s assailant in his tracks, frozen beneath a thin layer of ice with an enormous, translucent spear penetrating his torso.

      Then gunfire shattered the wall behind them, and they were exposed again.

      Another explosive arced above in the sky. It landed on the opposite side of the road where it took out the rooftop of a shop and sent debris clattering everywhere, obliterating the front of the building and crumbling its emerald awning.

      Muir shielded Rapunzel beneath him. The three riflemen knelt to reload while the sword-wielding soldiers surged forward. At that moment, Muir rejoined the rebel offensive. He flew at them, screaming an Oclandic war cry, buffeting them with his wings and tearing with his claws. He took down three at once by overwhelming them.

      By the end, Milo had lost five men, one of them crushed by the demolished building, the others slain during the sword battle or gunfight. The rebels hurried away from the area and took shelter behind an abandoned watch station while Rapunzel healed the survivors.

      “We can’t stand against hundreds of soldiers. How could she have possibly known?” one of the rebels asked.

      “My brother,” Rapunzel said. When Muir turned to face her, she was staring down the road at the still-frozen royal soldier she’d killed. She tore her gaze away.

      “Your brother?” Milo asked.

      “The queen knew of your plans because my brother was aware. You and he exchanged letters about the rebellion brewing here. My only guess is that she’s gotten into his mind as she did with my father. Now any secrets Joren once held are Queen Gothel’s secrets.”

      Milo rubbed his face. “I told him little, only that we were preparing to make a stand. When he last wrote, he asked me to hold off a while longer. He wanted to convince your father to step down first and let him assume the throne.”

      “And now she means to crush the opposition,” Muir said. “This is what tyrants do. They make examples—they sow despair and crush the enemy so thoroughly, so cruelly, no one else would dare to ever stand against them.”

      Milo grunted. “With that knowledge in hand, it would have taken no time at all for her to send a messenger bird from the castle to Fort Tir de Glace. It’s a day’s march at the most. Two in this weather.”

      “We can’t win this,” a man said, shoulders sagging.

      “We’ll have to stand down. Surrender.”

      “They’ll murder everyone to stop us.”

      “I’ll hang before I let these bastards burn the entire city.”

      Another crash roared somewhere else in the city, and fire stretched toward the sky. Muir had been a young lad during the battle between Dalborough and Cairn Ocland, but he’d heard stories from older griffins who witnessed the terrifying machines of war in action when they’d laid siege against Mount Benthwaite. They’d come on wheels drawn by horses, the old birds had said, belching flames and screaming projectiles from their iron maws that tore through the castle walls.

      These tools and weapons of destruction appeared to be no different.

      Captain Milo sank against the light pole. “The revolt has failed. They’ll burn everything before they allow us to win. Kill every man, woman, and child who had nothing to do with our grievance.”

      Muir spun to face them. “I’ve seen this before. We haven’t lost this fight yet.”

      “How can we win against this? We weren’t prepared for her to arrive so quickly. We should have had time to build a defensive.”

      “No. It won’t fail.” Muir glanced at the skies. “I’ve held something back from all of you, but there may never be a better time than now to reveal my other gift.”

      “What are you planning to do?”

      “I’m going to put out the fires and save the city before it burns.” He stretched out his wings and dipped low enough for Rapunzel to mount him. “Climb on my back.”

      The moment she settled on his back and gained her seat, Muir took off into the darkening sky and called to his fellow griffins. His voice echoed across the skies and no doubt traveled for miles to where Vandry had moored the Twilight Witch.

      Smoke had filled the misty air with the odor of gunpowder, burning wood, and scorched stone. There was indeed an army at Floren’s outskirts, lines of soldiers manning siege machines while squads marched the streets and battled members of the resistance.

      As they soared above the ravaged city, Muir reached into the heavens and seized the clouds with his thoughts. They didn’t yield to him at first, but he persisted and plucked at them with his concentration until cool moisture grew heavy in the air.

      Not enough. Not hardly enough.

      Muir circled above them and tapped into his gift again. The gentle mist intensified to a drizzle. Lightning struck in the distance—he’d missed. Too long had passed since he’d needed to call it from the sky.

      “They’re loading up again!” Rapunzel cried. “Whatever you intend to do, please do it now, Muir.”

      A sizzling bolt lanced down from the sky and struck the siege weapon. Wooden splinters blew out in every direction, taking down the soldiers in the immediate vicinity. When the smoke cleared, only a burnt crater remained.

      Muir glanced back to find a pair of awestruck blue eyes staring at him, her mouth agape. Something about her stunned gaze stirred his pride and made him wish she could always look upon him with such profound respect.

      “You’re an elementalist too!”

      “I’m no mage. It’s merely one of the talents granted to the twelve shifter clans of Cairn Ocland. We each have a different talent, a different magical element granted to us. Your kingdom and legends know of us as sea hawks, but to the people of Cairn Ocland, we are thunderbirds.”

      The rolling clouds darkened gray, lit by streaks of blue and silver lightning. The rain began gently at first, having little effect on the fires below. Due to whatever the soldiers had used to create their explosives, instead of quenching the flames, water spread it further and created oily lakes of liquid fire.

      Somewhere in the clouds, one of the other griffins called to him, the shrill cry sounding like Faolan.

      Below them, people scurried around trying to throw snow and slush onto the fires to smother them.

      “If I turn this into a thunderstorm, could you make it snow?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “Then be ready.”

      When Muir returned his fellow griffin’s cry, Sòlas answered him, and a flash in the clouds revealed their silhouettes not far behind him. They were ready.

      Thunder cracked overhead, and lightning danced along his wings. The mist intensified into a roaring downpour, creating thick sheets of rain that beat against the ground. Now it was up to Rapunzel, and she didn’t disappoint. The rain transformed, falling in fat, heavy flakes. The snowfall thickened until Muir couldn't see more than a foot beyond his beak.

      “It’s working,” Rapunzel cried.

      Instead of overwhelming the storm, the blizzard became something else, the two forces colliding, blending, evolving into something new and just as treacherous. Thunder boomed somewhere in the black cloudbank, and then another sizzling bolt descended into the army. It scattered their forces and sent men fleeing for shelter.

      Muir was one with the storm. He could feel the fury of the blizzard and the electricity branching through it, but somewhere beneath, there was that same sensation of her calling to him in every snowflake.

      A series of wicked bolts swept over what remained of the invaders down below and tore through their numbers like a scythe felling wheat. Sòlas had always been the strongest of them when it came to riding the storms, and he did it expertly. Together, the three griffins demolished the enemy forces as resistance fighters overtook the remaining soldiers barricaded behind Château d’Anise’s gates.
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      Rapunzel observed the city from the château’s balcony. The storm had finally broken on its own after the exhausted griffins landed, leaving nothing but stars and wisps of smoke on the horizon.

      Despite their victory, no celebratory fireworks exploded over Floren that night at the conclusion of the battle, breaking with a longstanding Eisland tradition. Instead, bells tolled in Countess Tasia’s memory. Lord Emberlene had lied about arresting her. He’d had her killed that very night in secrecy.

      He would answer for his crimes. Soon, like all the others they had apprehended. There were so many wounded that, after they’d taken the city and the manor, she’d spent hours more stitching wounds, mending bones, and relieving the pain of those who couldn’t be saved until she depleted her magical stamina.

      Rapunzel should have long ago retired to the room she’d claimed, but she couldn’t take her thoughts off her twin, quite thankful Joren had pleaded with her to take her lessons in the healing arts seriously. Where her father had failed, her brother had succeeded in talking sense into her.

      At the time, she’d envied him for attending the collegium, and she’d wanted nothing more than to take his place instead of remaining behind with her dull tutors. Her brother had been wise before his years, however, promising there was no harm in becoming a well-rounded mage talented in multiple disciplines.

      Joren, I will save you from her.

      Despite her longing to see her little brother safe and sound, freeing him that night was beyond her control.

      But there was something she could do.

      Rapunzel drifted toward Muir’s door. He’d excused himself an hour ago after taking a bedroom on the manor’s third floor. She gathered her courage and knocked.

      Moments passed, but when she strained her hearing, she heard the rustling of sheets. He called out something in his native tongue, and when the door opened, he was barefoot and shirtless, dressed in the accursed kilt she wanted to unravel from around his hips.

      Making love to her new husband seemed as fitting a way as any to celebrate their victory.

      “Rapunzel?”

      “Forgive me for disturbing your rest, Muir, if anyone deserves peaceful sleep, it’s you.”

      “You worked as hard as I did, if not harder. There would be many more lost lives were it not for your healing skills.”

      The compliment from Muir flushed her body with warmth. “And were it not for you and your clansmen, we would have lost the battle and the city. I…. There are no words able to show my appreciation for what you have done. Thank you feels trite.”

      “No thanks are needed.” He hadn’t invited her inside and stood over the threshold to his room, one hand resting on the frame. “You didn’t seek me in the middle of the night to thank me again for joining your war effort. What’s wrong?”

      Rapunzel stepped forward until Muir was forced back a step. “I came to ask about us.”

      “Us?”

      “We are married, but we haven’t yet shared a bed.”

      Muir raised one brow. “Are we having this discussion. Really?”

      “Yes. We are.” She raised her chin and refused to shrink back. “People will find it odd we’ve taken two different rooms.”

      “For one, you had no say in the matter. Would you not like to pick a husband of your own without your brother’s meddling now that you are free?”

      Despite spending most of her upbringing and life around irritating men, she’d never wanted to slap one as much as she did when speaking with Muir. The man could be dense, or rather, blind at times. Did he not realize how attractive she found him—not merely in physical traits, but every quality he’d displayed since their initial meeting?

      “Perhaps I have chosen and I’m satisfied with what I have. I couldn’t ask for better.”

      Muir shook his head. “I’m not doing this now.”

      “There is no better time. The battle is behind us, and the night is calm. I want an actual conversation—”

      Her husband lifted her from the threshold, set her in the hall, and shut the door. To further the insult, the lock clicked into place, the sound echoing the sharp stab in her gut. A deep cold welled up within her, at odds with the burning heat creeping up her neck.

      How dare he? How dare he set her outside like some unruly child placed in the corner on time-out? She raised her fist to hammer on the door but paused before it struck wood.

      He was perfectly within his right to decline.

      And perhaps that hurt her most of all, because she’d thought there was a connection between them. She’d thought there was an attraction buried beneath the friendly jibes and hospitable diplomacy, thought she saw something simmering between them whenever his gaze lingered too long on her neck or traced the curve of her bosom.

      Wishful thinking, she thought, deflating more with each passing second. He’s stuck with me, and that’s all there is to it.

      Understanding the truth didn’t make it hurt any less.

      She turned from the door, shoulders slumped and eyes burning. Before she’d made it more than three steps, Muir’s door opened again.

      “Rapunzel, forgive me.”

      His soft words made her pause, but she remained with her back to him, her spine stiff. “I’ll respect your wishes, Muir, and leave you be.”

      “That’s not—will you come in and let me explain?”

      “All right.” Careful to dry her cheeks before she turned, Rapunzel returned to his room and stepped inside. Muir had the curtains drawn back from the windows so a cool breeze snaked through the room. Hints of smoke from the fires hung in the air.

      He paced back and forth across the floor, and since she had never seen him so agitated before, she kept quiet and allowed him the time he needed to gather his thoughts. She took a seat on a trunk beside the bed and folded her hands in her lap.

      “It’s different for my kind,” Muir said after a long pause. “For shifters, for people of the twelve clans, joining two bodies is no different than joining two souls. It is joining two souls.”

      “I’m not sure I understand. How do souls join? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “Perhaps it is because we are touched by the gods. I do not know why, only that it is how things are for us.”

      “This soul joining… what does it do?” she asked.

      “It means that for as long as we both shall live, when we’re apart, I would think of no one but you. That when we’re together, no one else in the room will matter.” As he spoke, he grew quieter, his voice barely above a whisper. “And it means if one of us should die before the other, the survivor will live a miserable half-life, each day joyless and filled with sorrow. It rips the heart from a man’s chest and crushes his soul until every breath is an effort and each subsequent day after her loss is a trial to endure.”

      She stared at him, alarm raising the fine hairs on her nape and spreading goose bumps down her bare arms. “Always? That would be… that would doom many of your people to a sorry existence. Husbands lose wives frequently to sickness and childbirth. Wives survive their spouses lost to sea, battle, and other disasters. But to remain forever unhappy, in emotional limbo….” She shook her head. “That is no blessing, Muir, that is a curse.”

      “Far from it. Because there are the happy moments before it, and it makes all the heartache, all the agony, worth every second to have seen their smile and known you were loved by them.”

      “I wonder how your people tolerate such a thing at all. Are you certain it’s so… intense?”

      “Quite. Experience is quite telling.”

      Rapunzel stared at him. The raw, unconcealed pain on Muir’s face answered every question she had, every inquiry on the tip of her tongue. She’d never seen him so exposed. So open. It was no wonder he didn’t want her if he’d already had and lost a wife. Her hand hovered out to touch him, only to withdraw in uncertainty. “Is there no way to temper it?”

      His bitter smile ran ice down her spine. “I’ve met some shifters able to escape it, but they were blessed with children. When one loses a mate and wee ones remain, they become the stars in our sky.”

      “But you had none.”

      His fragile smile diminished altogether. “Not one. Some days, it feels as if I’m drowning without her. Others, I keep on for my friends and loved ones. For Sòlas and Faolan.”

      “I’m so sorry. I know that must seem so trite to say, but I cannot truly begin to imagine what you must have felt.”

      “Though it may seem a curse to you, Princess Rapunzel, our bonds are as much a gift from the stars as our animal halves. I’ve come to terms with that, and perhaps, gods bless me, one day soon I shall join her. Those few and precious days I had with Fiona were the brightest moments of my life.”

      Rapunzel moistened her lips, searching for anything appropriate to say. Stepping closer, she set her palm on his arm. “Fiona is a beautiful name. If… if it is not prying, may I ask what happened?”

      “The war. There was a dark fae corrupting much of our kingdom, and when King Alistair sought our help, my clan flew to his aid. I wasn’t yet alpha then, but we gathered our strongest warriors and crossed the kingdom.” He shook his head and gazed out the window.

      “How long had you two been together?”

      “I had known her since we were both fledglings, but she only became my mate a year before her death. Scarcely enough time for babies….” He sighed. “Scarcely enough time for anything I suppose. I said goodbye to many friends and family that day, including my mum, but losing Fiona... she was the one death I’ll never overcome, Rapunzel. I don’t think I can be the husband you deserve.”

      And yet, he had been forced into a marriage with her despite his wishes.

      “I understand,” she said in a quiet voice. “I hadn’t meant to press you. Of course, once there is peace in Eisland, we’ll seek a priest for an annulment.”

      “A what?”

      “It means he will dissolve our marriage in accordance with our laws. You’ll no longer be bound to me. In fact, it shall be treated as if it never happened at all, and you’ll be free to carry on as you like.”

      “And you?”

      “I will try to salvage the kingdom my mother ruined.”

      

      Sleep remained elusive for Rapunzel, something she grasped in fleeting moments before sunbeams filtered through her bedroom windows and she surrendered the battle.

      Disgruntled, she enjoyed a morning bath and picked through the clothing at her disposal. Dresses had become impractical, so she tucked a pale ivory and pink blouse into rich, caramel-hued riding leathers after rifling through Lady Emberlene’s belongings. She and her wretched husband no longer needed them, as they would be living in prison burlap until the end of their miserable lives.

      Although Rapunzel hadn’t heard anything in her room, she discovered the estate was bustling with activity. Able-bodied displaced citizens were mending clothes, sharpening swords, fixing tools, preparing breakfast, and changing bandages for the injured. When Rapunzel tried to aid with the latter task, the older women ushered her away. She’d given them enough already, they claimed, and her time was better served recuperating from her magic use.

      The women who had taken over the kitchens reiterated that argument. They forced her to the dining table where many of the rebels were enjoying breakfast, and they weren’t happy until she’d accepted a few slices of toast and jam.

      “Are you certain there’s nothing I can do to help you?” Rapunzel asked Adeline, the rosy-cheeked matron who came to deliver her tea. The woman was pushing a cart loaded with food.

      “Well,” the cook considered. “Would it trouble you to take this cart out to Prince Muir’s kin? They’ve been patient, those two, requested to be fed last after everyone else.”

      “Nothing would trouble me, Adeline.”

      Rapunzel set her cup on the cart and pushed it outside onto the courtyard. Aside from a few rebels holding the perimeter, it appeared deserted.

      “Strange…. Where could they have gone?” she muttered.

      “Are you looking for us, Princess?”

      Rapunzel jerked her gaze up to the manor’s roof and saw both roosting on the edge, poised like feathered gargoyles overlooking the estate’s grounds.

      “I’m told there are two hungry Oclanders here waiting to breakfast.”

      Both flew down to her, almost identical in plumage and fur coloring with dark hind ends and glossy ebon feathers. “Ah! At last,” the one with the deeper voice said. “Was beginning to regret this selfless gesture thing.”

      “You weren’t,” said the other, transforming to his human shape. He was young and dark-haired, bright blue eyes in his handsome face. “Before you arrived, he was trying to coax me into fishing with him off the coast for our meal.”

      The other transformed. Up close, she thought they could be brothers, the resemblance most apparent in their sky-hued eyes and identical smiles. The one with the deeper voice had a rust-tinted beard, likely the elder brother.

      Rapunzel raised a lid to reveal the generous array of sliced ham served alongside buttered scones and a dozen sunny-side up eggs with crisp edges and a dash of herbs over their golden centers. “No need now. There’s quite a bit of coffee too.”

      “Grand. Now that we’ve been receiving the stuff from Samahara, I can’t get enough of it,” the younger said. He poured two mugs for both of them.

      “Faolan, right?”

      “Aye, Princess.”

      “And you’re Sòlas,” she said to the other Oclander.

      “Aye. You’re awake rather early, Princess. You should be resting,” Sòlas said.

      “So should the both of you.”

      “We don’t sleep much, to be truthful. Besides, I enjoy the quiet.” Faolan smiled and unscrewed the cap of a silver flask before pouring a generous amount into his coffee. He did the same for Sòlas then extended it toward her in offering. She nearly refused, thought better of it, and extended the mug toward him for a splash of whiskey.

      She hadn’t spoken much with the two griffins beyond attack plans. They tended to keep to themselves, though each had a jovial nature Muir seemed to lack.

      “Well, don’t let me keep you then. Enjoy your meal.”

      “Join us, please. We’d be honored to have Muir’s mate sit with us awhile.”

      Muir’s mate. The two words sent her heart fluttering. “This must be hard for you two, being so far from home and fighting a battle that isn’t your own,” she said.

      “Not so much,” Sòlas disagreed. “We may not be fighting for our home, but we fight for our family. Muir is our leader, our brother, and so his fight is our fight. He fights for you, and so do we.”

      She dropped her gaze to the murky tea in her cup. “It’s all right, you don’t have to try to make me feel better. I know I’ll never be to Muir what Fiona was. And I know that I’m not his mate.”

      Faolan sighed. “So he’s told you then. About time he fessed up.”

      “Do you two have this… soul bond?

      “Sòlas does.”

      “I’d have to, for you to be around, now wouldn’t I?” The older griffin chuckled and flicked a crumb at Faolan, who snapped it up in his mouth midair.

      Interest perked, Rapunzel lifted a brow and studied the two men more closely. “You’re father and son? I had no idea. You hardly look old enough to have a son his age.”

      Sòlas chuckled. “Muir likely neglected to mention our kind live long lives and heal fast. It’s rare to find a sick and ailing shifter.”

      “Is it difficult to be away from your wife?”

      “At times, but I know her love for me and our son. She is always with me wherever I go.”

      “And you, Faolan?”

      “No, I haven’t found a mate of my own yet. That’s the reason Muir and I came on this little expedition. Sòlas had never planned to leave the ship.”

      “And now you’re here fighting.”

      “None of that now.” Sòlas tipped her chin up. “I made my choice. I could be on the ship with Captain Vandry if I wanted, but I chose to be here. Just as Muir chose to be here.”

      “He….” Her voice wavered, and she swallowed back the thickness in her throat. “He doesn’t want to be.”

      “If that were the case, he wouldn’t have taken you as his wife, lass. It’s good to see him take a new mate. He deserves happiness after all these years of self-inflicted solitude.”

      “But he said there would never be anyone else for him. Ever. He only married me because Joren manipulated him into it.”

      “He did, did he?” Sòlas grumbled something in Oclander before catching himself and clearing his throat. “Muir is long past the usual time of mourning. It is true that losing a bondmate is a pain none of us ever wishes to bear, but if it were the end of us, our kind would have died out long ago. Between war and curses, we’ve lost many of our people.”

      “Then it’s just me he doesn’t want,” she whispered.

      Sòlas shook his head. “I wouldn’t say that. You didn’t see the way he watched you walk down the aisle to him. The lad was smitten.” He eyed the scones and tasted one. His wary expression became open delight before he soaked up some of the runny yolk from his plate. He and his son ate like ravenous beasts, stuffing their faces from that point on without any qualms about speaking with their mouths full.

      Rapunzel bit her lower lip. “What should I do? Do I let him go?”

      “No,” Faolan said. “Give him time. He may be a good man, but he’s an idiot when it comes to affairs of the heart.”

      “Time,” she repeated.

      Sòlas nodded. “A bit of time. If you’re the one for him, Princess, he may come to you. Until then, try not to take offense. Our alpha means well, but he’s a dunderhead when it comes to expressing his heart, and has been since he was a wee lad no higher than my knee.”

      A big grin spread across Faolan’s face. “Trust me, lass, and believe it when we say, when the time comes, he’ll be the one to come to you.”

      

      Silence reigned in the main hall when Muir roused himself from bed and made himself go downstairs. Judging from the sun’s position in the sky, it had to be past noon, a testament to how long he’d overslept past his usual waking hour. For a while, he’d just laid there amidst the blankets, marveling over the fact that he’d drowsed in a bed for so long.

      He usually never slept on a mattress, preferring to nest in his griffin form.

      Following his nose led him to the kitchens, where the cooks and servants bustled about preparing food for the many mouths living in the estate and those beyond.

      “Prince Muir, good day to you,” Adeline greeted with a smile. “Give me a moment and I’ll have you set up.”

      “That isn’t necessary,” he told the cook.

      “Nonsense.” She moved to a counter with a covered dish and busied herself with assembling his meal. She piled so much food on he doubted even he would be able to finish it.

      He tasted the cheese soup then dipped his bread into it. The stuffed prawns were as large as his palms, bigger than anything he and his kin fished from the seas off Cairn Ocland’s coast. They melted like butter in his mouth. The effervescent wine she poured into his glass—which he wanted to loathe on principle—paired for a sweet complement more delicious than the berry mead brewed by his own clansmen.

      Before he knew it, the plate was empty, he’d drained two glasses, and he was sopping up the remnants of soup with a scrap of bread.

      Adeline beamed. “Brings my heart joy to feed such a kind prince. More?”

      Modesty be damned. He hadn’t realized the depth of his appetite until the last crumb was gone. “Aye. More please.”

      The old woman practically cackled as she heaped another serving of soup into his bowl, set more shrimp on the plate, and filled his glass a third time with the fizzing wine. These disappeared too.

      “That was fantastic, Adeline. Thank you. Do you know where I can find the other griffins or Prin—my wife?”

      “I believe your kinsmen are at the gates. The princess took food into the city.”

      “Alone?” His voice raised in alarm.

      “Er, no. Captain Milo was with her.”

      His shoulders relaxed. “Ah. All right then.”

      “Will you be needing anything else, or will this be enough, Your Highness?”

      Muir twitched. No matter how many times he corrected the staff, the citizens, or the rebels, the damned title snuck into every conversation. This time, he dragged in a deep breath and smiled. “Nothing more for me. Thank you.”

      Adeline dipped into a curtsy and returned to her kitchen.

      Grumpy, Muir walked outside to seek Faolan and Sòlas. They weren’t hard to find and stood out among the many men in the yard, both griffins at the gate, Sòlas in his feathered body, his son standing with his arms crossed while staring downhill at the city below.

      “Ah,” Faolan said with a sly smile on his face, “at long last, His Royal Highness awakens to visit with his peasants. To what do we owe this momentous occasion, Prince Muir? Do you actually intend to work alongside the rest of us?”

      Muir grunted. “Where is my wife?”

      “Oh, your wife now, is she?” Faolan’s grin widened. “Finally accepting it?”

      Muir gritted his teeth and resisted the urge to throttle his friend. “Why are neither of you with Rapunzel?”

      Faolan chuckled. “She asked us to stay behind to wait for you. The lass may be small, but she’s a grown woman, Muir, and hardly unprotected.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re an arse.”

      “And you’re a damned fool is what you are,” Faolan said. “If you can’t see the lass cares for you and loves you, then you’re a fool and you don’t deserve a second chance at happiness.”

      “But I—”

      “A damned fool,” Sòlas agreed. “Been waiting since we dropped anchor to tell him that much, but I thought he’d come to see it in his own time.”

      “The hell are you two on about?”

      Sòlas preened a glossy flight feather then shifted his wings. “That lass you keep pushing away because your head is so far up your arse you can’t see what’s in front of you, came and sought advice from us mere hours ago. Since you neglected to mention it, we let her know our kind aren’t bound to a single mate in one lifetime.”

      “You had no fucking right to tell her such a thing,” Muir snapped.

      “And you had no right to conceal the truth from her. It’s been years, Muir. No one can put a time limit on mourning, but if you let this princess walk away from you, I swear you’ll curse yourself to the end of your days if someone else snatches her up first. She’s a good woman. And she’ll be a good queen. Mark my words, son, she won’t remain on the shelf for long.”

      “She is a wife in title only. I explained the nature of her brother’s scheme to you both.”

      Faolan rolled his eyes. “I give up on you. Talk some sense into him, Da’. I’ll seek out Rapunzel and see if she’d like company.”

      The younger griffin set out on foot. Muir watched him go, clenching and unclenching both fists at his sides. Sòlas didn’t speak until his son was beyond earshot.

      “I’ve seen the way you watch her, son. Tell me you haven’t felt the bonding draw to her, and I’ll give up flying for the rest of my days,” Sòlas said.

      “It’s not fair to her,” Muir muttered instead. “She didn’t choose me willingly.”

      “Maybe not, but she has eyes for you and cares a great deal. Think about that. An unhappy woman wouldn’t give a damn about pleasing you or bringing happiness to your situation.”

      “You of all people should understand.”

      “Fiona would hate to see you like this. My daughter would want you to be happy again, Muir.” Sòlas clapped him on the shoulder. “Honor her memory. Live. Love. Have a full life. To do anything else is to forget what she stood for.”
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      Gothel admired her handiwork from the palace balcony overlooking the courtyard. In mere days, she’d accomplished more while moving out in the open than she ever had while maintaining secrecy. Any castle guards who opposed her plot no longer had a choice. The shards had blinded them to love and kindness, filling their hearts with ugly hatred.

      It had taken ten years to gather all the necessary components to claim what was rightfully hers. She’d collected all of Rapunzel’s hatred, despair, and angst, bottled it like a fine elixir and trapped it within the mirror.

      The end result had created the most magnificent pane of ebony glass, the manifestation of pure loathing that distorted all within its sight. What was beautiful became ugly, what was once fair became cruel, and those who would fight against Gothel saw her as their ruler supreme. Their goddess.

      With the excess power siphoned from her daughter, she had been able to amplify the effect, sending thousands of little shards from the shattered mirror into the kingdom. Its performance had outdone her expectations, and soon, all Eisland would be under her control.

      If only her power could reach the east.

      Gothel swept from the balcony and into the queen’s master suite where Joren lay insensible on the bed, his features relaxed in sleep.

      She brushed a wisp of blond hair from her son’s face. He’d barely put up a fight, and crushing him had been as easy as flattening a beetle. “You were always the weak one,” she murmured, though she knew he couldn’t hear her or perceive his surroundings. She’d become far too strong for that, though in the early years, Harold had resisted her control and acted out in strange ways. He’d been present in his mind, an argumentative force until at last she squashed what remained of his will.

      “How I wanted to have your sister here in this bed. I would have had several years of youth and untarnished beauty, but instead, I am stuck with you. A failure unable to secure marriage. As poor a mage as you were a son.” How many years had he wasted at the collegium scraping away at a meaningless title? Archmage. What good had it done him now?

      Disgusted with her own offspring, she stormed from the room and into the hallway. Soon, he would be ready for the transferal, but until then, it suited her plans to keep him out of the way.

      As she traversed the long blue carpet, her idle thoughts turned to redecorating. The pale blue and silver swallowed the palace in light. She’d always loathed the traditional colors of Eisland, but with Harold truly gone, perhaps she’d shroud the palace like a mortuary in black, forewarning all who entered of the doom they approached.

      Gothel had already rid the throne room of roses and replaced their sickly-sweet scent with special alchemical incense meant to focus her powers while unsettling anyone else who entered.

      The throne was the only thing she cared to keep. No one had seen the true potential of the large sapphire, but she had, the moment she first came to the palace as a younger woman. She ran her hand down the smooth gemstone, tiny sparks igniting between her fingertips and the surface. It had taken her decades to tap into the generations of energy suffusing the throne, and years longer to stow the magic she’d stolen from Rapunzel.

      If not for that power, she could have never kept Harold alive so long when his body should have otherwise failed him. Not without depleting her own strength.

      Heavy footsteps echoed through the spacious chamber. She turned to face an enormous man stalking down the barren floor, his broad shoulders and massive frame clothed in the silver and cerulean blue reserved for the elite royal guard.

      Jean-Gaspard was her favorite of all the loyal guards, the son of a wealthy lord from the northern vineyards who had benefited greatly from her arrangements with Ridaeron. Twelve years ago, he’d been a midshipman aboard Hook’s crew, among the first to race to the castle and report each of his former officer’s crimes. In those twelve years, he’d risen in the ranks from young cadet to decorated officer, choosing shore duty and country over any misguided sense of morals. Like several other guardsmen, he knew about the slave ships and had helped smuggle their chattel throughout the countryside.

      It was such a shame she had lost Rapunzel to the beastman. She’d looked forward to inhabiting a younger, rejuvenated body and claiming the young captain in her bed as a treat.

      Jean-Gaspard lowered to one knee. “Your Majesty, I bring news.”

      “Out with it then.” She settled into her throne and crossed her legs.

      “Floren has repelled our forces.”

      Gothel sat up, spine stiff and muscles tight. She leaned forward and focused her gaze on the captain. “What?”

      “One of Lord Emberlene’s men managed to escape the battle and send word.”

      “How? Who?”

      The man offered out the letter in a steady hand, though his gaze averted to the floor. “It was the princess and her husband. They led the attack.”

      Gothel snatched the missive and read its dismal contents. Magic and unfamiliar flying creatures had appeared to turn the tide of the battle and thoroughly squashed the royal army.

      “That isn’t possible. I would have seen—I would have felt what was happening,” she snarled. But she knew that wasn’t true even as she said the words. This body was frail and its power dwindling, no longer a good receptacle for magical power. It trickled from her like a leaking pot.

      “Your command, Your Majesty?”

      “Let her have her little rebellion. For now. I shall deal with her later. She hasn’t faced the true army yet, and when they arrive, nothing will please me more than to watch them rip her pet to pieces.”
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      Dry, cold winter air whipped Rapunzel’s bangs away from her face. She rode alongside Muir on one of Lord Emberlene’s prize stallions. The silver steeds were bred for power and stamina and made ideal mounts for the leaders of the rebellion. Muir had declined, citing there was nothing wrong with his feet.

      Her army marched behind them. Word of the rebellion’s victory in Floren had spread across the countryside and brought more cries for help over the following days. She had been faced with two choices—remain in Floren to wait for the inevitable arrival of the queen’s army, or go out and take back her country one region at a time.

      Growing up, she had always expected to assume the throne one day, but she’d never dreamed it would come down to a civil war, their once great nation divided by deceit and trickery while everyone trusted her to guide them from tyranny.

      In Crofton, a small village west of Floren known for its cobalt dyes, twenty men had joined them, and the local tailors spent all night fashioning blue tabards to outfit their growing army. From there, they’d marched farther inland to Ostwin and routed the small contingent of guards assigned by the local baron, Lord Gergain.

      Wherever she went, more rebels joined their side. Whenever a man showed concern regarding the old tales of her insanity, resistance fighters from Floren assuaged his worries. She only hoped she didn’t let everyone down, that her tenacity and compassion squashed the treacherous rumors.

      “We’re coming up on Verais,” Rapunzel said to Muir.

      “A large town, if I recall correctly, yes?”

      Sometimes it startled her that he’d researched Eisland so thoroughly before sailing to the kingdom. “It is, yes. Some of our finest silks come from Verais. The largest silverwood forest in Eisland lies at their border. That’s where they harvest the silkworms. And there’s a grape native to these hills that hasn’t been successfully cultivated anywhere else, making the vineyard here unique. Lord Gergain’s family has owned the winery and overlooked the town for generations.”

      “Will he support us?”

      She bit her lip and considered Muir’s question. “Once I would have said yes, but after seeing the conditions of the last two villages, I don’t think so. This whole region is under his care.”

      “Then we will see Verais freed, as we did Floren. Look behind you, look at all who follow you because they believe in your cause.”

      At his gentle insistence, she twisted in the saddle and looked back at the long line of men, and even a few women, marching behind them. There weren’t enough horses for even a quarter of their numbers, but no one complained.

      “We still can’t hope to outnumber the forces the queen has,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Maybe numbers isn’t what will win this war.” Muir nudged her with the edge of his beak, and those soft down feathers covering his face brushed against her cheek. She closed her eyes and relished the moment of contact, the warmth of him even in his griffin form. That one touch lit a spark in her heart. He truly was a gentle giant, as large as the horse she rode. “Believe in yourself, Rapunzel.”

      “Thank you.”

      He canted his head. “For what?”

      “For being here. For helping me when you could have been sailing home. I—”

      “Princess!”

      Captain Milo trotted toward them. Earlier that morning, he and a small group had ridden ahead to scout in Verais. The old war hero had wanted to assess the situation with his own eyes.

      “What is it, Captain?”

      “I’m sorry, Princess, but it seems as if Lord Gergain is prepared to battle. Soldiers have fortified their position in Verais and around the estate.”

      “Were your spies able to confirm the presence of slaves in the vineyards?”

      Milo nodded curtly, his wind-chapped lips pressed into a thin, dissatisfied line. “I did so myself. I wasn’t able to free anyone, as I was spotted by his guards. Forgive me.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive. How many will we be facing?”

      “I don’t exactly know. Verais has a standing militia of around a hundred or so, but there’s no telling how many men Lord Gergain has in his pocket. We can’t get into the city to see.”

      “You can’t, but I can.”

      “Your Highness?”

      “I have a gift I’ve kept secret for far too long, and if you’ll grant me one moment, perhaps I can put it to fair use for our side.”

      Rapunzel reined in her horse and maneuvered the animal closer to Muir. She closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath, and reached out for the snow with her mind and magic. One with the snow and ice, she swirled up from the ground and streamed forward.

      No one at the gates so much as blinked at her passing, her incorporeal form lost amid flurries kicked up by the wind. She swept through the town, all the way up to the vineyard estate.

      And then she released the spell and awakened to find Muir and Milo both looking at her—Muir with approval and Milo with awe.

      “Two hundred men would be my guess,” she told them before sharing all else she’d seen.

      Milo blinked but recovered himself. “An even match to our own forces, Your Highness, though I daresay they shall be better trained and prepared to repel invaders. They’ve no doubt heard of our thunderbirds and will be prepared for magic as well.”

      “Then spread the word down the line. We attack Verais at once. The sooner we arrive, the less time they’ll have to mount an adequate defense and ward us off.”

      

      The moment Rapunzel reached the gates of Verais, the modest militia holding its gates stood down and practically pleaded to join her side.

      The men were malnourished, mistreated, paid poorly for their efforts, and living in constant fear of losing their loved ones. They told Rapunzel and Milo everything they knew about the opposition’s defenses because the man had robbed Verais of every protection it had and left them to die in his name.

      Leaving the town behind, the rebellion pushed through to the estate in the northern hills until they met resistance. As expected, Gergain had prepared for their arrival, erecting enormous palisades around the estate grounds and reinforcing their protection with spiked barricades near every entrance. It had been done in so little time, nothing short of slave labor could have accomplished it.

      Gergain’s mounted cavalry surged over the battlefield and clashed with Rapunzel’s army. While few were armed with pistols, the ones who wielded them knew how to shoot. They charged fearlessly at the rebellion’s front lines.

      Two cannons fired from the upper level of the estate, but Rapunzel only had the reflexes to counter one. Dropping the reins, she thrust both hands over head and created a magical shield. The cannon skipped over it, like a stone gliding over water, and landed to the rear of her soldiers. The second barreled into their ranks on the border.

      “They’ll be reloading soon!” someone cried.

      Muir growled low in his throat, the sound feline and masculine, like the roar of one of the enormous mountain cats she’d once seen while on a safari of Ridaeron with her father as a child. “Don’t worry about that. We’ll take care of that.”

      He took to the air and called back to his clansmen with three shrill cries that echoed across the sky. They joined him and raced toward the estate to attack the enemy’s main defenses.

      “Soldiers approaching from the west!” a rebel shouted.

      Several dozen snarling men in black armor flooded the battlefield. The soldiers crashed through the rebellion’s defenses and broke through their lines within seconds of their appearance.

      Why hadn’t they seen their approach sooner? One moment, there were clear, snow-dusted slopes, and in the next, the army materialized among them, too close for her to dare ward them off with sorcery for fear of harming her own men.

      Magic. It had to be Gothel’s magic at work.

      “Hold the line!” Rapunzel yelled out. Enemies approached them from both sides and cut a swath through the rebel forces. The smell of death and gunpowder filled the air. At the estate, one of the griffins ripped the cannon from a parapet and hurled it to the ground.

      A shot from a ballista narrowly missed the shifter, but that only seemed to infuriate him, not scare him, because a sizzling bolt split the sky and a flash of lightning exploded from the secured estate.

      Trusting the three Oclanders could handle themselves, Rapunzel charged into the fray with the black-armored men, flanked by the six-man detail dedicated to her protection.

      A combination of thunder and musket shots deafened her, and then her horse was ripped from beneath her. No, not ripped. She was the one flying as the beautiful beast crumpled beneath her midgallop before she made impact with the hard ground. Her head skipped off the soil, and she lay there stunned, dazed from the fall, tremendous pain radiating through her left hip and her shoulder screaming.

      The six men who were her protective detail lay around her in varying states of injury, one trapped beneath his horse instead of thrown. Two dead from rifle fire.

      A cry went up from somewhere, though her ears were ringing and she couldn’t tell where it came from. “Aid the princess!”

      A rebel leapt down from his horse to help her up. He steadied her as pandemonium broke out over the battlefield, the merciless black army cutting through rebellion forces like wheat.

      “Princess? Are you—” A black-armored soldier ran him through from behind, and his blood splashed her face.

      Rapunzel stumbled back, a scream in her throat as magic surged from her fingertips in frosty waves. The enemy nearest her stuck to the ground as ice formed in a thick layer over his legs and lower body.

      More soldiers replaced him. A second assailant lunged at her with his sword. Rapunzel batted him away with force, imbuing enough desperation into her magical attack that he was flung yards away. It didn’t matter. Enemies approached her from all sides, but for each one she froze, another took his place. She called up spears of ice between her and the attackers, but they threw themselves against her defenses and kept forcing her back. Inch by inch, she gave up ground to the black-eyed soldiers as they wore her down.

      “Give up! You don’t deserve the crown, broken princess,” one snarled. He lunged forward and nearly caught her with his ax. It glanced off her faltering magical shield.

      Another took her momentary distraction to his advantage. Bruising hands grabbed her left arm as she released her next spell. Light and fire exploded in the man’s face, a brief but blinding flash that sent him floundering backward.

      “Down with the princess!”

      The familiar voice came from her other side. She turned, too slow, and pain lanced against her ribs as the edge of a blade cut through her meager leather armor and sliced over her skin. While not deep, the excruciating pain threatened to drop her to her knees. But it was nothing compared to the pain in her heart upon seeing her attacker’s face.

      “Bannic?” She had known him all her life, a nobleman’s son who took up a post in the royal guard when he came of age. He had been her first crush as a young girl. A friend to both her and Joren.

      “Die!” Spittle flew from his mouth as Bannic charged her. Rapunzel fended him off with her magic, every sharp blade of ice she created to block his attacks shattered beneath his brutal assault.

      “What are you doing? Stop this!” she cried.

      Like the others around him, the major’s eyes shone blacker than pond water reflecting a midnight sky. His lips curled up in a snarl as he lunged again. This time, Rapunzel avoided the blade already wet with her blood and blasted him with a miniature blizzard. Ice and biting cold sprayed forth from her fingers, but Bannic didn’t slow. Even as frost crackled over his skin, turning it blue, he kept advancing on her with his sword held up and ready to strike.

      She hesitated, and her spell faltered. Hard as it was to kill strangers, how did she kill someone she knew and cared for?

      In a blink, in the moment she was certain her swift death would come upon the man’s blade, a golden blur threw itself between her and the descending sword. Muir released an enraged shriek and buffeted the weapon away with his massive wing, and then he tore into Bannic, snapping with his beak and ripping with his talons.

      Dragged from her stupor, Rapunzel flung ice shards at two soldiers coming up from behind Muir. Her griffin spun around, his tail lashing angrily through the air.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked.

      “No,” she lied.

      “Then climb on.”

      She grabbed double fistfuls of his feathers and pulled herself atop his back. He took off before she had a chance to secure her seat, so she held on for her life and trusted him.

      “They’ve all been ensorcelled,” she gasped. “They’re like rabid animals.”

      “We have to stop them, or they’ll overwhelm us. Can you bring down more ice spears?”

      She closed her eyes and tried not to think about who else might be down there. Others like Bannic. “Yes, if you can bring more rain, I’ll hurl them from the sky, but we need our troops out of the way or they’ll be caught as well.”

      “Leave it to me.” He snapped out his wings and soared higher into the air, releasing a screech that warbled in pitch. Two answering cries echoed back from across the battlefield. Moments later, Rapunzel watched the troops below pull back toward the estate.

      Muir cried out again and circled higher. His magic danced along Rapunzel’s skin, bright and powerful, sparks igniting against his feathers. Thunder rumbled above them, clouds gathered, and the winds picked with tremendous speed. The moment the first raindrop fell from the sky, Rapunzel reached out with her magic and fashioned it into a deadly, frozen projectile. She funneled her energy into the storm, this time focusing on damage rather than smothering fires beneath heavy snowfall.

      The army below stood no chance. Those who escaped her spears were cut down by the frontline of defenders until only silence reigned over the grounds. Spent, she sagged against Muir’s back and focused on breathing.

      “Rapunzel?”

      “I’m fine,” she wheezed.

      “You’re bleeding. I can smell it.”

      “Only a little.”

      She’d come to recognize his native swears by the rough, low tone his voice took, and Muir uttered many of them. By the time they landed by the estate’s front veranda, Rapunzel was fighting exhaustion wrought by a combination of blood loss, injury, and magical overexertion. They were met by Captain Milo, Faolan, and Sòlas, though the latter appeared to be recovering from an injury more severe than hers while his son bound the older griffin’s wing with bandages.

      “We need aid at once,” Muir growled. “The princess is injured.”

      Rapunzel had no idea who helped her down, there were so many hands, but she pushed them all away and stood on her own.

      “It’s a scratch. One you may fuss over later if you so wish, but not now. Now I need to know where we stand.”

      “The estate is ours, Your Highness,” Milo reported. “Lord Gergain’s remaining men surrendered once we captured him.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He, his wife, and son are inside with my lieutenant.”

      “Good, keep them there for the moment. I’ll deal with him shortly. What of the queen’s men? Do any still live?”

      “Doubtful,” Faolan replied. Blood matted his tartan, and a healing pink line stood out against his right cheek. “Your magic turned the tide for us. For a moment there I wasn’t sure we could hold out.”

      Milo wiped his brow. “I’ve never seen the like. Even when others gave up and threw down their arms, these poor sods kept coming. They fought until we cut them down, and even then some of them tried to keep advancing. As if they felt no pain. As if they didn’t care.”

      “And their eyes….” Sòlas shuddered. “Have you ever seen such a thing?”

      “Aye,” Muir murmured. Everyone turned their gaze to him. “A mirror in the throne room had this same oily sheen. I remember thinking it odd but didn’t pay it much more mind than that since the king fell and the queen revealed herself.”

      “Could it be part of the spell she cast?” Rapunzel asked.

      “Magic is not my area of expertise, but I know who we can ask.”

      “Your queen?”

      Muir dipped his head. “Aye. But that talk will wait until you’ve been brought to a healer.”

      Rapunzel nudged his hands away when he reached for her. With so many loyal soldiers needing her support, looking to her for guidance, she didn’t dare to show weakness. Muir’s stern expression only deepened. He stepped in close and lowered his voice.

      “It is no failing to show you were wounded in battle,” he told her. “You will serve no one if you bleed to death or collapse from exhaustion.”

      “I know that, but—”

      “Please.” His palm came to rest lightly over her hip. “It pains me to see you hurt, Rapunzel. You should never have come so close to harm, and for that I beg your forgiveness.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath, eyes widening. “Muir, it wasn’t your fault. You had a task of your own.”

      “I should have returned to your side sooner. So I beg again, please allow your wound to be bound before you tackle anything else. For my sake if not for yours.”

      His free hand cupped against her cheek, and for that moment in time, everyone around them faded into obscurity. Only she and Muir existed. His thumb swept over her cheekbone and his gaze dipped to her lips.

      Would he kiss her? Everything within her yearned for it, but the words froze in her throat. Instead, a trembling sigh escaped. Muir’s gaze snapped back up to hers. He leaned in, but his lips pressed to her brow, and the spell was broken.

      “Captain Milo.”

      The captain cleared his throat and stepped back into view at her call, making her wonder what everyone else had seen.

      “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “Please gather up our men and have the wounded tended to. Then take the rest and free any slaves we might have missed during our initial sweep. Check the outlying buildings. Lord Gergain can remain under watch until I choose to mete out his fate.”

      “As you will it, Princess.”

      

      Golden sunlight shone over the estate grounds and bathed everything in a surreal glow. Looking at it now, Rapunzel could almost believe there had never been a battle. Then the wind shifted and carried the bitter notes of smoke across her senses.

      It had taken them most of the night to clear away the bodies. After having her wound cleansed and healed, she had walked through the piles bound for the pyre and made herself look at every face. Made herself see how many people her mother had cursed with her magic. She had recognized many among them, not all soldiers, but merchants and craftsmen from the city too.

      Had she even slept? She couldn’t recall. Moments here and there, she supposed, between all the other duties she assigned herself. Over a hundred slaves freed, all in need of food and care. She had tended to many herself.

      “Your Highness, shall I bring him out now?”

      She turned toward the door where Captain Milo stood, watching her with his solemn eyes.

      “In a moment. I want everyone here first.”

      Everyone knew what was to come this morning, and no one wanted to miss the occasion. With the exception of the wounded and those on watch, the surviving members of her loyal resistance gathered in the wide lawn spread out before the estate. Even the townsfolk made their way up the hill.

      Captain Milo brought out their prisoners. Lord Gergain stumbled forward and threw himself at Rapunzel’s feet.

      “Mercy, Your Highness, I beg you.”

      Rapunzel looked down at the quivering man kneeling before her. Lord Gergain’s bright orange hair contrasted with his green overcoat and powder blue trousers, a far different look than her memories recalled. She remembered a smiling man willing to dirty his own hands in his vineyard, with grass stains on his trousers and modest attire. She’d always thought him to be kind when she was a child, but the years under her mother’s deceitful rule had either changed him or brought out his true nature. Rapunzel wasn’t sure which was worse.

      “Where was your mercy for the hundred slaves who felt your lash?” she asked.

      “But, Princess, the king himself allowed it. Admiral Teach delivered our first workers personally.”

      “Workers?” Her trembling voice raised. “Workers?” Rapunzel drew in a deep breath through her nose and steadied her emotions before continuing in an even tone. “These were not workers, and you know it. You took slaves, paid them nothing, treated them as disposable property, and you put those who had worked years for you out of their jobs. You ruined families—not only those of Eisland blood, but these people as well.”

      Gergain’s freed slaves were all in attendance, and Rapunzel looked to them. It broke her heart to look out at so many young faces. Over half were barely in their teens.

      “Parents lost. Children dead. Children, Gergain. I had never thought you to be a man to stoop so low.”

      “This vineyard has never produced so much. This town has filled the royal coffers!”

      “At what cost?” she snapped. “This town hasn’t prospered, Gergain. If you’d bothered to look beyond your lavish banquets, you’d have seen that Verais suffered. You failed the people you were meant to guide and govern. Worse, you betrayed them.”

      Gergain swallowed and dabbed at his sweaty brow. Color flushed his cheeks. “What will you do with me? Kill me?”

      “No, enough families have been ripped apart by death, but you will answer for your crimes. For now, the cellar will be your home and prison, until you can be moved to the palace dungeons.”

      “And my family?”

      Her gaze shifted to the plump matron and muscled young man standing to the side between Sòlas and Faolan.

      “Complicit as they were, they shall share in your crime and punishment. Your family will be stripped of its title and lands. This vineyard is no longer yours, the town below no longer under your leadership.”

      Gergain’s face drained of all color. “But my son’s legacy—”

      “Forfeit. Please take them to the storage cellar, Sòlas. See they are given blankets, food, water, and a light. No more. It’s more than they gave their slaves, and more than they deserve, but we aren’t heartless. Where they tread low, we will go high.”

      “At once, Princess.”

      She watched the three being led away and struggled to maintain her calm mask. It was her armor. Her shield. They couldn’t be allowed to see how much it broke her heart to discover how far her country had fallen. They couldn’t see her cry.

      “Princess?”

      The voice drew Rapunzel’s attention away from the estate door, back to the people gathered in the lawn. A young woman stepped forward from the crowd and dipped into a clumsy curtsy. Dirt smudged her gaunt cheeks and dried blood stained her pale brown hair.

      Rapunzel reached out and touched her arm. “None of that, please. What’s your name?”

      “Candra, Your Highness. Please, what will happen to us?”

      “For now, all I can do is offer you shelter and what protection we can muster. When this war is over, should you wish to return to your homelands, I will do everything in my power to see you there safely.”

      “Many of us come from Ridaeron and have no home. What if we wish to stay?”

      “Then we will help you find homes and honest, paying work.”

      “And if we can help you fight?”

      Taken aback by Candra’s offer, Rapunzel looked her over again in quiet scrutiny, admiring her muscled arms. “We would welcome your aid, but I will not compel any of you to fight. This battle isn’t yours.”

      “But it is. We were brought here against our wills, and many more of us are out there still. I have a brother…. He was put to work elsewhere. Many of us have family or friends suffering somewhere in your kingdom. I would like to help free them as well, and I know many others who feel the same.”

      Murmurs went up behind Candra, and several people stepped forward in a show of support. Even some of the children. Rapunzel’s chest tightened. These people had lost everything—everything but their hope.

      “Faolan, will you please assist Candra in organizing anyone with a desire to fight? I trust your eye and judgement in assigning them where they are most suited.”

      “Gladly.”

      “Muir?”

      Her husband had been standing at her side the whole time, silent but supportive, his mere presence keeping her steady when she felt anything but confident. He turned to her and set his hand against her arm, cupping her elbow in his warm palm.

      “What would you have me do?” he asked in a low voice. The gentle, deep thrum made her curl her toes inside her boots. Unbidden, a dozen images of what she’d like him to do flitted through her mind, and none of them had anything to do with Verais and its necessary defense.

      “I….” She cleared her throat and shook the visions away. “We’ll need to assess defenses. Verais was built around this winery. It was never meant to be a stronghold. Could you oversee that for me?”

      “Of course. What will you be doing?”

      “I’m going to go through Gergain’s storehouses and see what I can do to aid everyone. He has more than enough food here, that’s for certain. I’ll make sure everything is divided fairly.”
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      It felt silly to pine after new garments when there were people across the town who had lost everything, but Rapunzel couldn’t help herself when she gazed at the beautiful gown displayed in the window. An hour ago, she’d set out on foot from the vineyard estate, hoping to clear her mind. Hoping to get Muir out of it.

      Why was fate so cruel that it would wed her to a man as handsome, courageous, and compassionate as him, and he’d lack even an ounce of feeling for her in return?

      Crisp and cool mountain air wound through the streets even though the scent of ash remained, a whiff of it occasionally blowing toward her on a southern wind.

      Verais had changed since she’d last visited thirteen years ago while on holiday with Sebille, but even the ravages of war couldn’t disrupt its beauty.

      Several of Milo’s soldiers bowed to her as she passed. They had set up patrols and watch rotations, and others had been assigned to assist the locals with damages. It brought Rapunzel some comfort to see the townsfolk smiling.

      “Princess?” a gentle voice called.

      Her attention snapped to the left where an older man leaned against the rail supporting a pale pink shop overhang. There were dresses in the window designed for different social functions, casual, brunch, dance, and evening dinner, each unique and varied from the last.

      “Hello, kind sir.”

      “I almost didn’t recognize you, dressed as you are, but there’s no mistaking that hair.”

      She touched the thick braid slung over her shoulder while looking down at her scuffed boots and rough trousers. “I’m afraid current times haven’t allowed for court attire.”

      The old man’s gray brows drew together. “Ah, Princess Rapunzel, such things do not suit you, my dear.”

      “I have nothing else. My every possession is locked within the castle. I was able to take nothing when we fled, nothing but myself, and I consider that a great fortune and worth the inconvenience of wearing secondhand clothes.”

      “You truly have nothing to call your own?”

      Rapunzel smiled. “Not even a hairbrush. But that’s fine because I’m free now, and I’m alive, and I’m here.”

      “Well, that won’t do at all. Come, follow me. We’ll see you set up properly.”

      “Oh no, please, I couldn't,” she protested. “I can’t even pay you.”

      The man scoffed and pointed toward the estate with his cane. “Pay me? Your Highness, you liberated Floren. You ousted that greedy lord of ours and sent food into the town.”

      “I did what anyone should have done.”

      “Your Highness, forgive me, but you and Prince Muir are more than our saviors. You are symbols of hope. And hope cannot walk through our town in ill-fitting trousers.” The old man shook his head and beckoned again with his wrinkled hand. “Please, come inside my shop and allow me to outfit you as a lady of your station deserves. As the hero of Floren and Verais deserves.”

      Hero. They thought her a hero. A flush of warm appreciation heated her cheeks. “As you wish.”

      A welcoming sort of warmth surrounded Rapunzel the moment she stepped inside the boutique, as if the shop had its own soul. Rolls of silks and satin shone from displays on the wall, each pattern unique and different from the last.

      “Forgive me, I never caught you name, sir.”

      “Halric, Princess.”

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Halric. Do you run the shop alone?”

      The old man blinked rapidly a few times. Moisture swam in his pale eyes, and his smile crumpled. “My wife fell ill with the wasting sickness only two years ago, and my son… he was caught stealing bread for us. It wasn’t like him to take to thievery, but the taxes hit us hard and no one was buying clothes. Rather than fine him, Gergain took his life.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It isn’t your fault. That was close to a year ago, now. I had planned to leave him the shop when my time came.”

      “And you’ve had no one with you here since?”

      “There was a lass who helped mind things, but she and her family left two moons ago. They went to Jonquilles, and I know not what their fate is now.”

      Rapunzel had a good idea, but she kept the thoughts to herself.

      “Enough sad talk. We’re here now, you and I, so let us see you in something befitting a Princess—no, a Queen. For that is what you shall be.”

      Halric clapped his hands together and moved around his shop with a liveliness in his step. At his direction, Rapunzel moved to a low dais with a long mirror set against the wall beside it. She stood there awaiting further instruction.

      “The prince is quite the catch, Your Highness.”

      “He is.”

      “Tell me, what colors does he favor?”

      “I—” Rapunzel faltered. She didn’t know. Didn’t know even the simplest things about her new husband, because their marriage was a farce to him and he’d made no effort to learn anything more about her either. “I couldn’t tell you,” she finally answered.

      “Then… let us try to outfit you in colors complimentary to that handsome garment he wears. It is a mark of his nation, is it not?”

      “His clan I believe. Those are his clan colors.”

      “Then we shall fashion you a beautiful dress worthy of Cairn Ocland nobility. If you will.”

      “I think that would be lovely, thank you.”

      “Good. Now, you’ll need fresh undergarments of course. I have a new design I’ve been anxious to release, and I can think of no one better to don the first pair.”

      “What is it?”

      He pulled a slender, gold box from a cabinet and crossed over. “Stockings, but lighter than air and soft as a sigh.”

      Rapunzel raised the lid and gasped. Inside lay a pair of silk-trimmed stockings. She carefully lifted one, marveling at the translucence of it. The fabric shimmered rose gold when the light caught it just right.

      “How do such things even stay on? They’re so light they would slip.”

      “Garters, Princess, with white satin ribbon.”

      With each box he brought over, the old man’s expression brightened and his eyes warmed, sadness forgotten for the moment as he displayed his deep love for his craft. The fripperies he brought her were true things of beauty and finer than anything she’d ever had before.

      “And now, the dress. We haven't the time to craft a piece unique to you, but I have a few finished gowns I’ve never put out, and I think…. Yes, yes. A moment, please.”

      Halric disappeared into the back only to return within moments with his arms full. With the utmost reverence, he offered it out to her on his bony arms. “It may require a few alterations, but I believe this is the perfect gown for you, my princess.”

      It had to be one of the loveliest dresses Rapunzel had ever laid her eyes on. As if made for her—meant for her—the bodice matched the color of Muir’s tartan to perfection. The dusky purple silk was trimmed in rose velvet across the modest squared neckline and plunging back. Layers of lilac, pink, and purple fabric as airy as the stockings made up the long trailing skirt.

      “I couldn’t possibly accept this.”

      “Please. This was my son’s design—his first, finest, and final work. I would be honored, and I know he would be as well, to have you accept it as your own. To wear it before our people.”

      Tears she couldn’t hold back trickled down her cheeks. With nothing to say that could ever express the building emotions inside, she leaned forward and kissed Halric’s weathered cheek. It was as damp as her own.

      “Then I shall wear it proudly.”

      

      Muir had been lurking around the estate for an hour instead of hunting with Faolan and Sòlas, irritable ever since he’d discovered Rapunzel had ventured into Verais without an escort. He didn’t expect Gothel to send another wave of her black-eyed soldiers, but he despised taking risks with her life.

      But her absence did grant him time to contact Anastasia. The queen answered his call within moments of him activating the mirror. There were dark circles under her eyes, her red hair an unkempt mess around her shoulders.

      “More news, Muir?”

      “Are you all right, my queen? Has something happened?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing more than the usual. Now, don’t keep me in bloody suspense, you furry chicken. What news do you have? Have you sighted more of those black-eyed soldiers?”

      Muir blinked. “There hasn’t been another sighting, Anastasia.”

      Her shoulders relaxed. “Apologies for snapping. I’ve been awake the entire night trying to find any information in the palace library about this spell she cast. It’s hopeless. I can’t find anything, and my grandmother doesn’t seem willing to provide one of her helping hands.”

      “Blast.”

      “So I’ve decided it’s time to contact Joaidane. There has to be some benefit to becoming allies with a grand enchanter.”

      “Let us hope he can find the answers we lack. But please, get some rest, Anastasia. If Alistair were present, he’d want you to do the same.”

      “He’d have dragged me to bed,” she agreed, “but research is my only value to the lot of you now. I’ll contact you again once I have word from Joaidane. Send Rapunzel my thoughts.”

      “And send the king mine.”

      Once the mirror dimmed, he put it away and sighed, given no choice but to await the princess’s return. Over and over, he told himself she was an adult, a formidable sorceress with great powers of her own, but that didn’t settle his unease.

      Just when he planned to go seek her, his princess came into view.

      Her hair was liquid moonlight, stardust given physical form and spun into silk. It flowed loose around her shoulders and down her back, glossy waves against the purple and pink silk hugging her curves. She paused at the steps and looked up at him, but words stuck in Muir’s throat. He offered a hand instead. Her palm settled over his, her skin petal soft, and she joined him on the veranda.

      “Your dress….”

      “Do you like it? Is it too much?”

      “No. I mean, the dress is lovely. It suits you. More than any other dress I’ve seen you in.” Not that he’d seen her in many dresses. He felt like an inept child, words tumbling from his mouth without thought or consideration. Much to his relief, Rapunzel smiled up at him.

      How was it possible for a woman’s smile to be so appealing? To make him forget all thoughts and all words? To forget everything and everyone that had come before her?

      He tightened his fingers around hers and drew her close, lost in her sapphire eyes and easy smile.

      “Oh, beg your pardon.”

      Muir didn’t know whether to feel relief at the interruption or anger. He cut his gaze to Milo and bit back the sharp retort resting at the tip of his tongue.

      “May we help you, Captain?” Rapunzel asked.

      “I know it may seem like poor timing, but the town council has expressed their desire to celebrate. I know the men could use the morale boost, but I didn’t want to agree without speaking to you first.”

      Rapunzel pulled away, and she turned to the captain, smiles and blushes gone, every inch the princess again. Muir steeled his resolve and withheld his disappointed sigh.

      “Of course, Captain. Open the estate larders and use them to provide for the feast. A celebration is exactly what this town needs, though we should keep a watch.”

      “I’ll seek out volunteers and make sure they get a day of rest to make up for missing out.”

      “I’ll assist you,” Muir offered. If nothing else, he needed a distraction from a wife who was entirely too enticing.
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      Tiny fingers shook Joaidane out of a dead sleep. He’d been late to bed, crawling beneath the sheets just moments before dawn broke on the horizon.

      Three nights ago, one of the spotters in the lighthouse had called in a longship sighting just after midnight, and Joaidane had been awake ever since waiting for the inevitable—an attack from Ridaeron.

      The bastards liked to sack villages in the early hours of the morning, and would float their ships a few miles from shore in darkness until sunrise. He’d wanted to be prepared for them to touch the beach, or better yet, locate them on the sea and incinerate their ships. Another sighting never came, however, and he’d begun to wonder if Mustafah had imagined it. Or even fallen asleep at his post for a few minutes and had one vivid dream.

      His daughter pulled the blankets off him. “Papa.”

      Joaidane sighed. “Not now, Scherezade. Just another hour, please.”

      “I brought you breakfast.”

      Another hour would have been divine, but when he opened his eyes, her little face wasn’t far from him. She held a tray with a plate of poached eggs beside fresh bread, berry jam, and vegetables she’d clearly cut with one of the blunt knives used to spread butter. They hadn’t been sliced so much as crushed and torn.

      Joaidane rubbed his face and sat up. “Well, how can I refuse such a kindness? Let’s have it.” He heard a chuckle from the door and glanced that way to see his wife leaning against the frame.

      “I told her you had only been asleep a few hours, but she didn’t understand how you could sleep on an empty stomach and insisted,” Zarina said.

      Despite the exhaustion urging him to collapse against the pillow again, he smiled at his family. “It’s fine. I’ll sneak away for a few hours this afternoon.”

      After eating the breakfast prepared by his two favorite women, Joaidane chose not to return to bed. He crawled into the bath, where Zarina had already set his clothes for the day, anticipating he’d decide to operate on a mere three hours of sleep.

      With breakfast behind him, he visited the lighthouse, confirmed there had been no more sightings, and decided Mustafah had likely dreamed up the entire thing while drowsing in the middle of his watch.

      When he returned home, Scherezade was playing in the lower tower entrance hall with her kitten, a handsome ivory and caramel creature with a sleek, short coat and enormous orange eyes. The kitten had been a present from his mother and father who made frequent unannounced appearances to bring the family gifts. Despite the loss of his ifrit powers, Joaidane’s father was happier than he’d ever been.

      Good. After so much pain, they both deserved happiness.

      “Papa,” the child announced the moment she saw him. “Bast brought me a flower today.”

      “Oh, she did?”

      “Yes, look!” She ran over to him and thrust the blossom up, revealing an amber desert rose—a wild one, the sort only found in the heart of the desert where the sun bleached the sand ivory and only the hardiest cacti survived the brutal heat.

      Bast couldn’t have brought such a flower to her. It must have been yet another gift from his mother, or perhaps even his father. He smiled.

      “It’s a lovely rose, though it doesn’t compare to you, my love.” He tucked it in her dark hair behind her left ear then pet the kitten in her arms. “Where is your mother?”

      “Sewing clothes. She’s making me a new dress for my birthday.”

      As Scherezade approached her fourth birthday, he wondered more and more what he had ever done to deserve her. Or her mother for that matter. Were a few acts of kindness in Naruk enough to banish a lifetime of living as an incorrigible, selfish ass during his youth?

      Joaidane sighed and ascended the stairs to find Zarina. He found his wife at her sewing table with yards of ribbons and rolls of fabric surrounding her while she focused on the machine. It was a strange, unusual magical contraption made in Ridaeron by their brilliant gnomes, a gift James had given her from one of his final voyages under the black flag.

      For a while, he watched her work in silence, mesmerized by the methodic noises the needle made as it poked through fabric and stabbed ribbon. Zarina stopped when she reached the end of the row and removed her foot from the pedal. The machine silenced.

      “All right, you’ve been surprisingly patient,” she said, rising from her chair. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing is wrong. Can’t a man enjoy his wife’s beauty without needing something?”

      She gazed at him. A fine brow arched above her storm gray eyes. “I didn’t say you needed anything, but now I wonder… was that a hint?”

      Joaidane chuckled. “No.”

      Her smile didn’t fade. “It’s been some days since you’ve shared our bed with me, and last night you were far too exhausted,” she murmured, moving closer. She raised one hand to the back of his neck and kissed him, but his heart wasn’t in it and exhaustion crashed over his stirring arousal.

      Zarina leaned back and studied him, brows knit. “That sighting truly worried you, didn’t it?”

      “I want to believe Mustafah dreamed it up, or that it was even a trick of the light on the black waves, but the possibility troubles me just the same.”

      Zarina cupped his cheek. “You said it yourself, Joaidane. Ridaeron hasn’t attacked Ankirith in years. They missed their chance in the short window of time between your mother leaving the tower and your arrival. They would be foolish to do it now.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “And even if they were to launch some foolish attack, you would crush them. This city is prepared for the worst.”

      He didn’t answer for a while, a few moments passing before his shoulders sagged. “Ah, you’re right. You’re always right.”

      “And you hate it, I know.”

      “On the contrary, I love it when you’re right. You see the sense in all things, my desert rose.”

      Zarina tilted her face for a kiss he gladly accepted, treating him to the sweetness of her mouth and stroking tongue in a sensuous glide past his lips. Her palm smoothed down the front of his open robes and over the buttoned shirt beneath, pausing below his belt and lingering where he swelled with arousal. “Already?” she teased.

      “What can I say? I need little encouragement when you are near.”

      “Mm, I suppose. While Scherezade is quite occupied with her kitten, should we not live up to our promise to give her a little sibling?”

      “It would be quite irresponsible of us to disappoint her,” Joaidane agreed.

      He kissed his wife again and guided her toward an unoccupied table in the workroom. He raised her skirts around her waist before setting her on the edge, thrilled to discover how little she wore beneath the layers of floral-printed red silk.

      Zarina tore at his trousers to open them, fumbling the sash.

      “Papa!” Scherezade’s shout echoed up the spiral staircase. “Your friend wants you!”

      Joaidane swore under his breath and moaned against Zarina’s dark hair. “And yet this very evening she will ask us again why she has no brother. How I wish I could tell her that she must leave Mama and Papa alone to themselves if she wants one.”

      Zarina laughed and pushed his chest until he backed off. “Go see to your acquaintances. We’ll finish this later.”

      Once he’d straightened his clothes and willed down the pounding erection Zarina had inspired in only a few stolen moments, he made his way down the stairs. Scherezade met him halfway, bouncing on her feet.

      “Papa, Papa, it’s Queen Stasia.”

      “Ah, that friend. Thank you for delivering her message, my love.”

      Anastasia’s image was no longer in the crystal ball in the center of the room, but he waved a hand above the cloudy sphere and called her name. She returned seconds later. There were dark circles beneath her eyes.

      “Anastasia,” he said in a quiet voice, deciding against teasing her for interrupting time with his wife. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “I apologize for interrupting your morning, Joaidane, but I need your assistance. Urgently.”

      “Of course. However may I help?”

      “The disagreements with Eisland have taken a turn for the worse. The king is dead, his queen appears to be the villain responsible for the slave trade, and she’s done something—a curse of some kind, something I can’t hope to possibly understand.”

      “Describe it to me, and perhaps together we can solve this puzzle.”

      Anastasia told him everything about the current situation. By the end of it, Joaidane was scratching his bearded chin and staring at the distant wall of spell books.

      “Give me a day to search my mother’s notes. In the worst-case scenario, I can attempt to contact her for information.”

      “Thank you, Joaidane.”

      “Thank me when I’ve actually done something to improve your situation.”

      

      Despite the pot of coffee he’d put into his belly, Joaidane awakened at his desk sometime after dark. He glanced at the hanging clock on the wall, squinted, and frowned at the time. He’d lost three hours.

      At some point during the afternoon, his wife had draped a wool blanket over his back and shoulders, but he still ached from slumping over the desk for so long. Groaning, he pushed up from the chair, thoroughly reminded that he was over three centuries old, even if his body didn’t appear to be a year over thirty-five.

      Zarina poked her head inside the room. The doors were open, rarely locked unless he was in the midst of practicing a dangerous spell or curse. Experience had taught them that their daughter’s mind was a sponge when it came to magic. Once she saw Joaidane cast a spell, she hid somewhere in the tower to practice it, much to their disapproval.

      “Joaidane? Are you still studying?”

      “No. I believe I did more sleeping than studying, but thank you for the blanket.”

      “What blanket?”

      “The one you placed over me.”

      “Joaidane, I wasn’t home until moments ago. Scherezade and I were visiting Kazim. I just put her to bed and thought I’d come to see if you wanted to share a bath.”

      “If it wasn’t you, then who…?” He glanced at the fallen blanket on the floor then swept it up. There were motifs of suns and moons on it, his magic often produced roses, and Zarina’s art was an eclectic choice of patterns. The blanket wasn’t of their household. “Mother and Father were here.”

      Zarina’s brows knit. “I wish they had taken a moment to shoo you to bed.”

      Joaidane chuckled. “You’re speaking to the wrong djinn, my rose. I cannot grant wishes,” he teased.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, husband. You’ve granted plenty of mine.” She stepped over and gathered the books on the table into a pile. “Should I return these to the shelves while you start the bath?”

      “Yes, please, I—” His gaze swept over the short stack and fixed on the spine of an unfamiliar blue and silver tome. It wasn’t part of his collection. “This also is not one of ours.”

      Zarina removed it from the pile and glanced inside. “I don’t understand this language.”

      He looked inside. It was Eislandic, a difficult but beautiful tongue he’d learned as a child. Three centuries ago, when his mother had been the grand enchantress of the tower, she’d personally educated him in over a dozen of the world’s languages.

      “I believe Mother lent a little helping hand.”

      Zarina frowned. “Does this mean you won’t be sleeping?”

      “Run the bath. I’ll read while there.”

      Her disapproving expression remained a moment longer until Joaidane kissed her lips and urged her away with a gentle pat to her bottom.

      When he met her in the bath, she’d already filled the immense marble basin and added her favorite fragrances, the feminine scents of honey and vanilla kissed by a hint of myrrh and golden amber. The tub was a luxury Joaidane had missed over the centuries when he’d wandered as a cursed man from one desert village to the next.

      It had given him a new appreciation for life’s comforts.

      And a new appreciation of a woman’s love, because meeting Zarina was the best thing to happen to his life. She sat on the rim of the basin, wearing only a silk robe and trailing her fingers through the foamy bubbles.

      “What’s happened in Cairn Ocland now?” she asked.

      “What makes you think something happened?”

      “Queen Anastasia called you on the crystal ball, and then you disappeared for the day.”

      Joaidane grunted. “Apologies. I meant to join you both for dinner and then—”

      She waved a hand. “You’ve done nothing wrong but miss a supper. You’ll make it up to us tomorrow as you always do.”

      “Still, I wonder at times if my responsibilities take too much from both of you. If I’ve neglected—”

      Her palm cupped his cheek. “Far from it. You are a wonderful father to her, Joaidane, and don’t you dare doubt yourself for a moment. If it troubles you so much, take Scherezade into the markets for a new book tomorrow. Or even a doll from her favorite shop.”

      While Zarina washed his back, Joaidane skimmed through the book and searched for the hidden clue his elusive jinni mother wouldn’t—or couldn’t—outright tell him. Creatures such as her and the greater djinn were bound by rules of neutrality and unable to interfere with the affairs of other kingdoms or even their own unless strict conditions were met. Nothing in it appeared relevant to their mirror, as the book was related to astrology and the stars.

      Once they were in the bedroom, he slipped into loose linen pajamas and crawled beneath the sheets. His attention alternated between watching Zarina brush out her hair for bed and reading the book.

      “Will you tell me anything about what Queen Anastasia wants, or will you keep me in suspense?”

      Joaidane chuckled. “These things bore you.”

      Zarina playfully tossed her brush at him before rising from the vanity. “They do not. Now tell me.”

      “A strange thing occurred in Eisland, and they have requested my help to unravel the mystery. It appears to be a curse of some kind.” He described the rest of the situation regarding Rapunzel’s imprisonment, the war, and the mirror Muir had seen in the throne room. By the end, Zarina appeared stunned.

      “A curse that drives many people to irrational hatred and cruelty,” Zarina murmured, slipping into bed. “I cannot imagine how the princess must suffer to see her kingdom dragged to such ruin.”

      “Nor can I,” Joaidane replied.

      “What will you do to help?”

      “They hope I can determine the manner of curse. Since it originated from a mirror, they believe it is an enchantment of some sort.”

      “Which is your specialty, Grand Enchanter.”

      He smiled. “Yes.”

      “I am reminded of a story from my childhood. The Snow Queen.”

      “Yes?”

      “It was an old, old tale my mother once told me, but I remember it well enough. The story began with an envious goddess of deceit deciding to play a trick on the other gods. But no one would join her game.”

      “As these tales often go,” Joaidane said.

      “Of course. Laverne can be blamed for many disasters in Eisland mythology, but she is not the only villain in this story. To punish the other gods, she turned her attention to the mortal realm and picked the most beloved kingdom of all, a land of snow cherished and blessed by the other divines. And in that kingdom, there was a radiant queen known for her kindness and love. But no ruler is ever perfect, and this queen had one tremendous flaw—her vanity.”

      Joaidane raised a brow. “I gather this is where the mirror comes into the story.”

      “Yes. Laverne bestowed a mirror to the mortal queen, telling her this gift would always show her the truth, but in its glass the goddess had put all things awful, filling it with hatred, avarice, and deception, until the mirror became dark as sin.

      “As time passed, the mirror showed the queen only the ugliest things in her kingdom until she lost the desire to govern and decided her people were no longer worth her compassion. At last, the king grew weary of his wife’s inattention. He took the mirror and shattered it into a million pieces, some no larger than grains of sand.”

      Joaidane tightened his grip on the blue book, staring at her.

      “In doing so, he released a surge of cold power no human could withstand. The king, queen, and those of her council perished. The shards blew to every corner of the kingdom and into the eyes of their faithful subjects, corrupting all they saw.”

      “And what happened to this goddess of mischief?” Joaidane asked.

      Zarina pursed her lips. “I cannot recall for certain, but I believe she was punished by the other gods. She lost her powers and was sentenced to a life among the mortals.”

      He kissed her and hurried from the bed. “Thank you. I understand now what must be done.”

      “But I did nothing.”

      “You did plenty,” Joaidane assured.

      Five minutes later, he’d summoned Anastasia to her crystal ball. She settled in the chair opposite him. “Please tell me you call with good news.”

      “A lead,” he said. “This book was left by my mother. I haven’t yet finished it, but Zarina tells me of a fairy tale she read as a child. A story about a snow queen tricked by an envious goddess. There was a mirror in this story. I believe I know the way to defeat this mirror.”

      As he relayed the information he’d discovered in the book, he watched the optimism return to Anastasia’s eyes. She clapped both hands together and wept with such profound relief her reaction startled him. He’d never seen her cry before.

      “I… am reluctant to ask this of you, Joaidane, but I know of few other options. Would you be willing to lend your personal aid to Eisland?”

      He hesitated. “How could I possibly do more? Samaharan ships are not built for speed, my friend. We have many cargo barges and some pleasure ships, but none capable of reaching Eisland in less than a month. Two weeks if the weather is kind.”

      Anastasia scrubbed her cheeks with the back of her hand, but the hope still gleamed in her gray-blue eyes. “Sending James to fetch you would be no better. A week at the very least to reach you, and longer still to sail to Eisland. What of magic?”

      He stroked his chin and considered the risks of using magic to instantaneously travel thousands of miles. “Unreliable. A runic circle would deliver me to your castle within hours, but I hesitate to use such magic to cross a sea as vast as the Viridian.”

      “Damn.”

      “Not to mention, I have my own province to govern, Ana. As much as I would love to give my aid to Eisland, this war could endure for weeks. Even months. I couldn’t leave Ankirith unprotected for so long.”

      Anastasia scoffed. “As if it would be weeks if you were there to give your help. They are up against something I don’t understand. There’s no mention of these black eyes or dark shards in any of the previous Witch Queen’s books.”

      “What stops you from attending the matter or even sending Alistair abroad?”

      “Liang has been sniffing around our southern border,” she admitted, “despite the magnificent wall of thorns I created dividing our kingdoms. They say I overstepped our boundaries and went beyond what is considered Cairn Ocland soil. But Teagan claims otherwise, so we’ve held firm.”

      Joaidane caught a whiff of Zarina’s favorite perfume and glanced over a shoulder to find her framed in the door, watching him. Her lips pursed. “Princess Teagan is the last living soul who recalls the deal struck by her brother and the old emperor.”

      “Yes,” Anastasia said. “And they’ve called her a liar.”

      Joaidane winced. “In other words, war is imminent, and it would be a foolish choice for either of you to leave the kingdom.”

      The queen nodded. “It could begin any day. Alistair has been in the south with the clan leaders discussing our options and whether we should be the first to strike.”

      “I see. Would you not prefer I remain here to lend aid?”

      “I would, but my concern for Eisland is greater. They have no dragons or clans of shifters at their disposal. And if I could, I would go to them in a heartbeat,” she added in a rush. “But inclusion in either war isn’t what the fates want for me.”

      “You’re with child again.”

      Anastasia nodded, fragile smile fleeting. “I haven’t had the chance to tell Alistair yet. He flew to the south days before I realized.”

      “I suppose if someone must be responsible for the repopulation of a species, it must be you,” Joaidane said.

      An honest smile returned to her face, accompanied by a laugh gentler than fairy kisses. “Yes, I suppose so.”

      Zarina’s footsteps drew nearer until she was behind him. One of her arms wrapped around his waist, her palm against his chest. She set her chin on his shoulder. “Hello, Anastasia.”

      “Hello, Zarina.”

      “My husband will join you in a few days—”

      Joaidane jerked around. “Zarina.”

      “—once he’s drawn the appropriate circles to transport himself to you. How soon could you get him to Eisland?”

      “Instantly,” Anastasia said. “We have a magical item capable of transporting the wearer instantaneously across great distances. The problem is, it takes no less than two weeks to regain its charge.”

      “I never agreed—”

      Zarina touched her finger to his lips. “We will discuss this later, my husband. For now, be the wonderful, selfless man I know you to be.”

      An argument waited on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t bear to disagree with her. Not when she’d been the first person to believe he was more than trash, not when she’d single-handedly given him a second chance at life.

      “All right,” he agreed. “You have my help.”

      Anastasia’s shoulders sagged in relief. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. Thank my wife. I’ll see you tomorrow, Ana. In the meantime, Zarina and I need to have a very pressing discussion.”
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      Muir watched the fireworks dance across the stars again. According to tradition, the Eislanders lit the skies for at least three nights following victories in battle, a strange but beautiful custom he’d watched the past two evenings after sunset. He had seen his fair share of fighting before, but they’d been embroiled in it for so long even he was grateful for a day of rest at the estate. Too bad it couldn’t last forever.

      Given the amount of time the commoners suffered under oppression, he couldn’t bear to tell them each day of celebration was a day Gothel licked her wounds and prepared to carry out the rest of her plans.

      Weary from the long days of leading the resistance, he trudged down the hall with an ale stein in hand and entered his room.

      He came up short a step and stared with his hand on the knob of the closed door. The stein tumbled from his hand and ale splashed on the floor.

      There was a woman in his room. Not any woman, but the most flawless specimen of feminine perfection to ever cross his vision, like a porcelain doll granted life.

      Rapunzel stood in the middle of his bedchamber in all her nude glory, wearing only a fragile scrap of pristine white around her waist, embroidered lace and silk trimmed. It was both the most detailed and diminutive piece of undergarment he’d ever seen.

      His gaze darted from her naked shoulders and arms to the rest of her body, finally realizing she wore stockings and ridiculous, flimsy shoes with a spiked heel that added at least four or five inches to her height. Beneath the spill of her hair, her breasts were pert and full, a hint of one rosy tip visible through the lush tresses.

      Muir dragged in a breath before forcing himself to speak. “What are you doing here?”

      She stepped forward, graceful as ever even in her strange shoes, and laid her hands against his chest. “Something that we both want.”

      “Rapunzel….” Muir circled his fingers around her wrists with every intention of nudging her away, but instead he ended up skimming his thumbs across her palms and lacing their fingers together.

      “You may be from a different world, but I know how I feel, and I know how you look at me. Maybe I should wait, let you come to me, but I’ve been waiting all my life for others to act. Waiting for my mother to love me. Waiting for my brother to save me. I no longer want to wait.”

      His back slammed against the wall, and then her lips were on his, impossibly soft and sweeter than sugar. The same smell was on her skin, honey and vanilla bourbon, an intoxicating aroma wafting off her silver hair. Her fingers wandered beneath his kilt and shoved it up around his waist, pressing lithe flesh to hard muscle. He groaned against her mouth, hating the way his body betrayed him. Her exploring fingers found him stiff as steel, aching against her touch.

      Damn it all.

      Everything in him shouted for him to send her away, but he couldn’t.

      His mind told him their marriage was false, but her smooth skin and the warmth of her against his naked lower half told him to claim what was his with reckless, wanton abandon.

      Because she was his. Because she had been his since the moment he stepped into the tower and found himself fascinated with its caged bird.

      When Muir dragged her closer, she squirmed against him in the most erotic way, in a kind of sensual shimmy, and then she guided his left hand between her thighs, beneath the silk. She was hot and wet already, slick against the tips of his fingers.

      Would the rest of her taste as much like honey as she smelled of it?

      

      There was something empowering about taking the lead and watching Muir surrender to her. Of having a man larger and stronger than her reduced to malleable putty in her hands. Rapunzel knew he could shift their positions at a whim, but instead he relaxed beneath her and placed control in her capable hands.

      She directed her griffin backwards until he bumped into the chaise. Then she pushed him down onto the plush cushion and straddled his lap.

      “I’ve been dreaming of this,” she whispered against his ear.

      Muir slid his hands from her hips downward and cupped her bottom in both large palms. The heat of his hands seared through the gossamer thin lingerie, but even that diminutive barrier seemed too much. She wanted his skin against hers with nothing between them.

      “Oh? And what have you been dreaming?”

      She leaned back and said nothing, merely watched his face as she unbound the fastenings to his kilt. Without taking her eyes from his, she unwrapped the fabric until he was bared to the room and her touch.

      “This,” she said, taking his heavy cock in her hand, delighted in the sheer size of him and the vitality pulsing beneath her fingers. She’d always imagined he would be well-endowed, but fantasies didn’t live up to the real thing. “Your fingers weren’t enough, Muir. I want your cock and its every inch.”

      She shifted, rising up, and positioned herself over the blunt head. She dragged the smooth crown back, gathering her dewiness, and then she positioned him at the perfect angle and lowered her body. His girth stretched her, a satisfying burn after years of forced chastity within the tower. The moment was euphoric, and she sucked in a long breath. Muir’s grip on her cheeks tightened, and his body quivered with barely contained restraint.

      But he didn’t wrest control from her.

      Rapunzel sank down over him until she had it all. She leaned forward and kissed him, a gentle touch of lips but a bold slip of tongue. Muir made a surprised but pleased sound.

      She began to ride him in earnest, undulating her hips and flexing her thighs. She rose up until it seemed he might slip free then sank down anew, each stroke bringing more pleasure than the last. And when her pace picked up, Muir guided her, his fingers pressed into her flesh.

      “Muir—”

      He silenced her with a kiss. His tongue plundered her mouth, his lips firm and demanding, and in this she succumbed to his control.

      

      How had he come to have such a woman? Rapunzel was as passionate as she was beautiful—her face rivaling the most radiant fae, her body built for worship and sin. Every rock and roll threatened to be the one to bring him to his end. They fit together in a perfect match, as if they had been created for each other by the stars themselves.

      But how could he begin to utter those words to her?

      So he kissed her instead, and when the need for air forced their lips apart, he bowed his head and lavished her breasts with his attentions. They were beautiful, high and full with rosy nipples that begged for his attention. He took one in his mouth and delighted in her quick gasp and the way she tightened around him.

      Their long overdue union drove him to a desperate frenzy. Raw, animal instinct urged him to mark and claim her as his own. He resisted. Their bodies would have to be enough for now.

      Her pace quickened to a frantic beat, and her fingers dug in against his shoulders. He felt the tension in her body and the desperation of her movements as she sought the release only he could bring her.

      Muir scraped his teeth against her sensitive nipple at the same moment he brought her hips down and in against his own, grinding their bodies together. A tremor ran through his wife’s body, and with it, tension snapped, bringing rhythmic clenches that urged him to his own climax.

      When Rapunzel tilted her head back and cried out, silver hair a gleaming waterfall down her back, Muir buried his face against her exposed throat and released his own exultant cry. The shared moment pulsed through him, a burning flood that seared him all the way to his soul.

      His. She was his and nothing could be allowed to take her away from him.

      Time lost all meaning. He didn’t know whether they sat slumped together for seconds, minutes, or even hours. With enough strength left in him, he swept Rapunzel up in his arms and carried her to the bed, where he stripped the lace and silk from her body while admiring every glorious, kissable inch. She curled into his side the moment they lay down and, eager to enjoy the comfort of her body a little longer, Muir cradled her close.

      A few hours rest was all he needed before he faced the consequences of their mating and what it meant for their future together.
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      Sunshine shone against her cheeks, but the warmth was nothing compared to the heat emanating from the body beside her. She cracked open one eye and studied Muir’s sleeping face.

      He snored sometimes, but they were soft, gentle noises, reminding her of a purring cat with a little rumbling in its throat. Or even a fluffy dove cooing in its cozy nest.

      She leaned in and kissed his jaw, delighting in the golden-red scruff growing there. When he didn’t stir, she continued her inspection, delivering light pecks across his high cheekbones and stern brow.

      “Is this a traditional wake-up in your kingdom?” Muir asked without opening his eyes.

      “I wouldn’t know. Is it pleasant?”

      “It is.”

      “Then perhaps it can be our tradition.”

      He was quiet, and that silence, that uncertainty, wove a tense knot deep in her gut.

      “Muir?”

      “Where did you get those bloody things anyway? The sheer stockings with the little straps and bows. I like them.”

      The abrupt change in subject took her by surprise, but she welcomed it anyway, preferring any talk over his brooding silence. Deciding to go with it and let him come around in his own time, she pushed up on one elbow and trailed her fingers over his pecs, pleased by the breadth of his chest and shoulders. “When I visited the town, the tailor was so happy to see me again, he wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      He cupped a handful of her bottom and squeezed. “He just forced the fripperies upon you, did he?”

      Her face flushed warm. “Not physically, mind you, but quite insistently. ‘A princess shouldn’t be in rags,’ he said.”

      “I agree. It pleases me to see you somewhat happy again.”

      “And did last night please you?”

      Muir had a way of going quiet in more than speech, but also in his manner. He became still and hid his feelings behind an unreadable mask. “It did,” he answered after a long moment.

      “That’s all?”

      Muir rolled until she was tucked beneath him, propped up on one elbow above her. With his free hand, he traced his fingers down the curve of one breast and circled his thumb over the tightening tip. Then his lips claimed it. Gods, his mouth was sin. He explored more, taking a southern route down her flat stomach, and when his kisses reached the crux of her thighs, nothing prepared her for the slip of his tongue or how well he used it. Her breath quickened until she squirmed against the sheets, restless and needy.

      At the height of her pleasure, Muir granted her silent request and joined their bodies together once more, this time slow and gentle. And when the climax overtook her at last, she surrendered to the sleep that followed.

      The sun had travelled to its highest point in the sky when she woke again, alone. Had that been Muir’s plan all along? Thinking back, she realized he hadn’t answered her question, and it left her torn by uncertainty.

      Would that be all there was between them? Did he merely need more time?

      Their lovemaking had created more questions than answers, but she resolved to show patience and understanding, to hold firm to her belief that he cared for her.

      Love, she hoped, would come in time. For them both.

      “Muir?”

      Rapunzel shot upright in bed and looked around for the voice. He’d left his satchel behind. Odd, for she had rarely seen him without it.

      “A moment!” Rapunzel called out. She hurried from the bed and shrugged into the robe she’d left out the night before. When she fetched the mirror, Queen Anastasia looked back at her through the enchanted pane.

      “Good morning, Queen Anastasia.”

      “Please, call me Ana, Princess.”

      “Only if you’ll call me Rapunzel.” She smiled and sat down on the bed.

      “Easily done. I hope I didn’t disturb you.”

      “Not at all, though I’m not sure where Muir has gone. I can look for him if you wish.”

      “No need, I only wanted to check in, and you’re more than capable of assuring me all is well.” Ana smiled, cheerful, but that warm look faded into concern after a moment. “Is everything all right, Rapunzel? You look like you have something on your mind.”

      “Where would I even begin?”

      Ana gazed at her in sympathy. “I cannot imagine what all you’ve been through. If you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

      “I wouldn’t wish to bore you with my personal problems.”

      “Ah, so it’s to be one of those talks.” The background behind Ana shifted, as if she were moving through her room. A door clicked shut, and then Ana settled down near a window overlooking a garden. “Talk to me, Rapunzel. Has Muir been a stubborn arse?”

      The absurd question made her stare, and then a giggle bubbled up from her throat. The laughter welled forth without end, and she couldn’t stop it, until at last it turned to tears. Through it all, Ana waited with patience. When Rapunzel finally caught her breath, she felt as if a great pressure had been lifted from her shoulders.

      “Forgive me, Ana, I seem to have lost myself a moment.”

      “If anyone has deserved a good cry, it’s you. Now, really, has Muir been giving you a hard time?”

      “No. Yes. I… I really don’t know what to think with him. Each time I think I know what’s in his mind and heart, I misunderstand it.”

      “Griffins are a proud and loyal people. Unlike the wolves and bears of our kingdom, they tend to keep to themselves. It’s only been in the past few years that they’ve left their aeries to join in our society again.”

      “Proud and loyal. Yes, that sounds like him. Too proud, perhaps.”

      “I know your wedding wasn’t the way you would have liked, but Muir wouldn’t have taken oaths unless he meant them. He’s fond of you. I know it.”

      “I suppose I’d hoped for more than fondness….”

      “Love is a fickle and complicated beast, but you know that. If I might make a suggestion?”

      “Of course. I welcome your advice, Ana.”

      “Take charge. Don’t wait on him. He’s a good man, but shifters are a stubborn lot.”

      Rapunzel ducked her chin against her chest. “I, uh… have already done so, in a fashion.”

      Ana clapped and laughed. “Good for you! Though by your morose expression I take it things did not go as planned?”

      “Yes and no. I woke alone, and I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      “He could be fetching lunch.” She glanced away, presumably looking at a clock. “It is the lunch hour for you, isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      “Shifter men have this obsession with food and providing, especially the meals they’ve hunted with their own claws.”

      “I must sound silly, worrying over something so trivial when far more is at stake than my marriage.”

      “Not silly. There are so many things out of your control right now, but this is one problem you can tackle in the present. Of course you’d focus on it. Since you’ve done all that you can at the moment, my advice is to give it time. Things tend to work themselves out.”

      “Did you know King Alistair was the man for you at the start?”

      Ana laughed. “Oh, heavens no. When we first met, he was quite the beast.” She winked and laughed again. “It took time to cultivate our love, but it was worth the effort. It always is.”

      “Thank you. I know you have your own troubles in Cairn Ocland to deal with. I hope, once this is all over, to visit your shores.”

      “And I yours. Take hope, Rapunzel. A close friend of mine may have a solution to lifting the curse your mother set in motion. In fact, he should be arriving here any day to help you.”

      “Thank the gods for that.”

      They talked for a little while longer of inconsequential things. It made Rapunzel realize how much she missed Sebille in her company for the simple joys of friendly conversation. When she finally said goodbye to Ana, she felt as if she had a new friend.

      Muir arrived not long after, and exactly as Ana had predicted, he arrived with food. They ate roasted fish and steamed vegetables in companionable silence, which allowed her plenty of time to study her husband. He didn’t bring up their night and morning together, so neither did she, but rather than awkwardness, she discovered a quiet comfort.

      And that left room for hope.
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      Rapunzel settled beside the solarium window overlooking the town. She’d spent the morning making errands throughout Verais, visiting their only herbalist and assisting some of the rebels with distributing more food from Gergain’s storeroom. He had plenty to share, a true stockpile of goods ranging from oats, flours, and cheeses to preserved jams and pickled vegetables in jars lining dozens of shelves. There had been a stockpile of aged beef, cured ham, and salted fish. Outside, they found the grapevines occupied by dozens of clucking chickens—the apparent secret to Gergain’s fertile soil.

      The griffins had hunted enough caribou to feed the town for days, if not a few weeks, and some of the original rebels from Floren had put their butcher talents to work in dividing the creatures.

      At last, it was her time, the morning devoted to her followers, the afternoon taken for herself.

      Rapunzel was brushing her hair when Muir stepped inside the room with the enchanted mirror in one hand and a saucer bearing a cup of tea in the other. The mist wafting off it carried the aroma of icevine brew. She set aside the brush and gathered her hair behind one shoulder, unaccustomed to it reaching the small of her back instead of trailing behind her on the floor. Muir had chosen the length well.

      “Do you have a moment?” he asked, passing her the cup of tea.

      “Thank you, and of course I do. I always have a moment for you.”

      “Does that honor extend to my king and queen?” He held the mirror before her, revealing the faces of Alistair and Anastasia.

      “Oh! Good afternoon to you both.”

      “Good day, Rapunzel. May this prove to be an even greater afternoon once you hear our news,” Anastasia replied.

      “What news?”

      “We are sending additional aid to Eisland. To you specifically. Magical aid. Were we not in a bind with Liang at this moment, we would grant this matter our personal attention and attempt to fly—”

      Rapunzel waved her hand. “I understand. One must look after their own back door.”

      Anastasia’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you. It still pains me to remain behind.”

      “And me as well,” Alistair admitted. “But I feel confident the man we send in our stead will assist to the full limit of his ability. Rapunzel, I’d like to introduce you to Grand Enchanter Joaidane.”

      The image in the mirror shifted to reveal a third participant in the conversation, a man of lean stature clothed in a fine white linen shirt beneath an elegant black brocade doublet stitched with gold thread. His skin was the warm, deep ruddy brown of sandstone, and dark hair rested against his shoulders.

      Joaidane bowed to her. “Greetings, Princess Rapunzel. It is my honor to help.”

      “You are… you are the ruler of Ankirith.”

      “Ruler. Protector. These days it is the same difference. My good friends tell me your kingdom is in dire straits.”

      “The worst kind,” Rapunzel said. “Please, we would appreciate any help that Ankirith is able to give, though I fear our need is urgent and you’d never arrive from Samahara in time to—”

      “Then I shall be there shortly.”

      Anastasia passed a silk sash to Joaidane. Dozens of sapphires glittered in the light of her library as he fastened it around his waist.

      Rapunzel’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. Muir tells me it takes no less than two weeks to sail from Cairn Ocland. How will you—”

      He vanished.

      Rapunzel blinked at the mirror, her lips twisting into a frown. Anastasia continued to smile, further bewildering her.

      “Ana, I’m not sure I understand—”

      “Ah, it is indeed cold in these parts,” Joaidane’s voice came from the center of the spacious solarium. Rapunzel’s head jerked up, tearing her gaze from the mirror. While she stared at the sorcerer, Muir only grinned.

      “I don’t understand, how is this possible? Joren once told me magic couldn’t move a person across kingdoms. That the distance was too great to travel across the sea with a spell.”

      Joaidane tapped the sapphire-studded sash around his waist and smiled. “As fortune would have it, Queen Anastasia had access to an old magical artifact thought lost to the ages.” He bowed again. “A pleasure to meet you in person, Princess. I am here to serve.”

      “We’ll leave the three of you to get acquainted. Contact us once you’ve decided on a course of action. I received word from James that they met up with my father’s ships last night and they all turned northeast.”

      “We’ll be in touch soon,” Muir said. Once the mirror went dark, he set it aside and turned to Joaidane.

      “Shall we set to work?”

      “Can I get you anything first?” Rapunzel asked, still amazed by the man’s presence. She knew little about him, but had grown up reading stories about his mother, Grand Enchantress Safiyya of Ankirith, a woman credited with sinking an entire Ridaeron fleet. “Tea? Wine?”

      “Ah, that is most kind, but I am fine for now, Princess. Many thanks.” He bowed again at the waist then gestured to the nearby chairs. “Let us sit, and I will tell you what I know.”

      Rapunzel settled at the table with her cup of sweet, floral-laced tea and savored the first sip.

      “My wife told me of a tale that originates from these lands. Are you familiar with the Legend of the Snow Queen?”

      “Of course. It’s an old tale people once told their children to get them to behave.”

      “All stories contain a grain of truth at their core, and so it is with this one. When my wife told me the tale, something about it rang familiar. I had read about the affliction before.”

      Rapunzel leaned forward. “Really? Where?”

      “The Opal Spire in Ankirith houses the largest library in the realm,” Muir replied. “I had intended to accept an invitation to see it myself once my business here was finished.”

      “A visit I hope you will still make, but back to the matter at hand. After Zarina told me the tale, I knew exactly where to look. My mother had notes written in the margins of one of her older books speaking of black eyes and cold skin. The tale itself spoke about a mirror of great power.”

      Muir raised a skeptical brow. “A mirror did all this?”

      “You have seen the way your queen uses mirrors for magic.”

      “Aye, but it does nothing more than let us speak across vast distances.”

      “Yes, because that is what she enchanted it to do,” Joaidane explained. “But in the olden days, sorcerers used to imbue terrible spells into ordinary objects. The mirror I spoke of was said to show you the worst in yourself. Your deepest, darkest, desires.”

      “That’s not how I remember the story exactly,” Rapunzel said.

      “Tales shift and change over the years. Tell me, have you seen any strange mirrors of black glass in Icedale Castle?”

      “About a year or two before James left, my father—well, now I suppose it was my mother—anyway, a mirror was embedded into the throne, right above my father’s head. It wasn’t black though, not exactly. More like a dark silver.”

      “And the queen shattered it during the struggle with Joren. That was the last thing I saw before I retreated to rescue Rapunzel.”

      “A dark spell. The legend said shattering the mirror would not dispel the magic, only release it, unleashing an all-consuming darkness on all within its path.”

      “So all the people in the castle and the city?”

      “Are likely afflicted,” Joaidane answered.

      Rapunzel sank down in her seat, struck cold by the realization. Hundreds of people. People she knew and cared about. People she loved.

      “Joren,” she whispered. “And your friends, Muir. The ones who fought beside him.”

      “Aye, there’s a good chance they’ve been put under this spell. We’re resistant to spells, but not invulnerable to sorcery.”

      “You faced these soldiers in battle. Tell me of them, please,” Joaidane said.

      Muir recounted the story, and Rapunzel tried not to shudder. The memory of those men, their crazed yells and fanatical charges, sent an icy chill through her entire body.

      “Most interesting.” Joaidane steepled his fingers together and leaned forward with his elbows propped on his knees. “Such an artifact created in darkness can only be destroyed by a light of equal and proportionate power.”

      Rapunzel considered the number of spells in her repertoire. Joren had taught her plenty related to light, though she had no natural talent for them. “That’s easy, isn’t it? Light isn’t my forte, but between the two of us, we should be able to channel enough.”

      Joaidane shook his head. “My ifrit blood provides an affinity for flames, and while that would yield an abundance of light, the, ah, collateral damage wouldn’t be to our liking. Besides, the two of us alone wouldn’t be enough. This witch has had many years to lay her trap. She’s siphoned power from you for a decade.”

      “There must be something we can do. Are you telling us all hope is lost?” Muir asked.

      “No. I’m saying you need something of incredible power. You need one of the great Cardinal Lights. Specifically, the Northern Light itself.”

      

      Rapunzel rummaged through her travel bag a second time to take inventory of the foodstuffs and rations she’d packed away for their journey. Once they embarked on their quest, there’d be no turning back if they ran short of supplies.

      “Here, you take these, Your Highness.”

      Gergain’s chef, a chubby Ridaeron matron, stepped up beside her in the pantry and began loading a second sack of goods, including jars of tiny pickles, a haunch of cured ham with a thick crust, and a few small wheels of cheese wrapped in linen.

      “Bjornie, I can’t carry so much of this. They’ll be far too heavy, and we have a long way to go.”

      “That is what strong husband is for, yes? Prince will carry all heavy things. I watch him. He becomes creature and all things disappear. It make for easy travel.”

      Rapunzel considered that. She considered the tray of tarts cooling in the kitchen and grinned. “Wrap several of those chocolate-filled pastries you’re cooling then. He favors them.”

      When she claimed three miniature bottles of blush wine, Bjornie clicked her tongue in disapproval.

      “What?” Rapunzel asked.

      “Wine is no good for little one. Mead make for strong baby. Make nice strong boy.”

      “For little one,” Rapunzel repeated, dumbfounded. “Bjornie, I’m not with child.” Had she truly put on so many pounds since gaining freedom that virtual strangers believed her to be pregnant? She glanced down her stomach, smoothing her palm over the flat plane, and frowned.

      “No?”

      “No,” Rapunzel confirmed patiently. “Whatever made you think such a thing?”

      “But Prince is so handsome! How do you stay off him? If had husband so fine, he have no rest. I never let him leave bedroom and drag back inside.” Bjornie’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Or any room when alone.”

      At first, the vision of the stocky Ridaeron woman dragging any man into the bedroom horrified Rapunzel, but then she laughed, and once she started, she couldn’t stop until her cheeks were hot and tears streamed down her face.

      “Thank you for the laughter. I needed that.”

      Bjornie merely smiled at her. “It will happen soon. Prince is strong man. They say shifter people very virile. You will retake throne and fill castle with many little princes and princesses.”

      The promise of having little ones at her age filled her with pleasure. It was a nice dream to have, so many years of potential motherhood squandered while locked away within her tower.

      While they hadn’t made love again in the two days since she snuck into his room, Muir had been a doting husband, returning that morning with her lunch as Anastasia had suggested.

      But he hadn’t visited her bedchamber, nor had he invited her to return to his room again. Would those two times be enough for his seed to flourish in her womb? She touched her stomach and closed her eyes, wishing for little griffin boys with her silver hair and down feathers the color of starlight. Or little girls with silky hair rivaling the vibrancy of fire.

      Rapunzel blinked away the moisture in her eyes. It seemed an impossible feat under the circumstances.

      “It will happen soon,” Bjornie repeated again.

      “Perhaps,” Rapunzel said, claiming the overpacked traveling bag from the chef. Bjornie took it back from her.

      “I carry.”

      Rapunzel knew better to argue, even when the chef stuffed a few more items into the bag in passing. She wrapped several chocolate tarts for storage in her personal bag and lead the way outside. There, Muir was waiting in his human form alongside Milo and Sòlas.

      Sòlas glanced at the heavy sack. “Did you lasses pack the whole larder? Will there be anything for the rest of us? Only curious.”

      Muir snorted and glanced away, choking back a noise suspiciously similar to a laugh.

      Before she could set them straight, Faolan landed in the lawn. The powerful downdraft from his wings stirred aside snow and dirt, and his claws left deep grooves in the ground beneath him. “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “We’ve discovered a weapon to combat the curse. Rapunzel and I leave immediately.”

      “Well, you’d best hurry then. I flew as far as the capital, and before you berate me like I know you want to, all puffed up as you are, it’s a good thing I did it. The queen has assembled a massive army, with siege weapons the likes I haven’t seen since Dalborough invaded Cairn Ocland.”

      Muir released the breath he’d been drawing in on an explosive string of swears. Rapunzel laid her hand against his arm and squeezed. “We knew it was coming,” she said. “They’ll march for Floren. If she hopes to control Eisland, she’ll need both ports.”

      “Aye,” he muttered. “I only hate the idea of abandoning the fight.”

      “We won’t be,” she assured him.

      “It will take time for an army that large to cross the kingdom, but I wouldn’t discount magic hastening their progress.” Milo frowned. “With your leave, Princess, I’ll get our men moving immediately.”

      “And I will ensure they arrive with all haste,” Joaidane said.

      “Thank you both,” Rapunzel said. “And thank you, Faolan. No more risks from you though.”

      The griffin dipped his head. “Be safe you two. Bring Muir back in one piece, will you?”

      Rapunzel smiled, stood on tiptoe, and kissed the side of Faolan’s beak. He ruffled his feathers and dipped his head. “Of course I will. You and your father help Milo. I trust all three of you, and Joaidane as well, to see to everything.”

      “I’ll leave a contingent of men in Verais but take the bulk of the army back to Floren. We’ll have the city defenses in place before the queen’s black army arrives. We’ll hold them off until you return, Princess,” Milo said.

      Joaidane extended a hand, revealing two glowing stones like molten lava shaped into a flickering sphere resting on his palm. “Take these for your journey. They’re called ifrit stones and produce great quantities of heat when activated with a brisk rub. It’s a simple enchantment, but the energy is finite. Use them with care.”

      Rapunzel and Muir each took one. She rolled it between her palms, and then a comfortable heat flared from within and cast an orange light over her face. “This feels amazing.”

      “That it does. May it provide light in the darkness and comfort during your adventure. Be safe. I will help here however I may,” Joaidane said. “The queen won’t be expecting me, so I plan to use that to my advantage.”

      “Then we should be off.” Muir hefted the heavier bag onto his shoulders to join the satchel he already carried without complaint and shifted, leaving Rapunzel to marvel at the beauty of it. How had she not noticed before that things he carried with him magically vanished? Or, rather, she had noticed but didn’t give it much thought.

      He crouched down for her to climb up on his back. She’d become accustomed to riding without a saddle and settled into the perfect spot between his shoulders. She looked to the people gathered around them, committed their faces to her memory, and prayed they found what they needed in time.

      “Let’s go.”

      Muir snapped out his wings and took off, leaving the ground far below them.
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      Their flight toward the northern tip of Eisland took the better part of the day. They made camp when darkness fell that evening under the shelter of a tent, then resumed their flight in the morning.

      Rapunzel directed Muir as best she could, but the truth was, she had never made the journey to Eisland’s tallest peak.

      “There!” she called out when the clouds broke. “Eisen’s Might. When I was a little girl, Father would force us to attend the temple services with him each Endsday, and the priests always spoke of these mountains,” she said, thinking back to those days of her youth when her father was truly her father and he’d been a loving, kind man. A man of the temples who loved others as much as he loved himself. She blinked away the sudden moisture in her eyes.

      Gods, she missed her father. How could she ever have believed he could change?

      “What did the priests say?” Muir asked.

      “Eisen is the lord of the soil, plains, and harvests, the god for which Eisland is named. Most of our tales relate to his love for Siel, the sky goddess. He loved her for years and watched her night and day, knowing distance would always force them apart. Longing to meet her, he stretched for the sky as far as he could but never could reach her domain.”

      Muir was silent for a while. “And was this love unrequited?”

      “No. She wept for him, but as she was the sky, it was her place to be above us. When her tears fell from the heavens, one struck the mountain and became the Northern Lights.”

      “A sad but beautiful tale, I suppose. If her tears are what we need, does that mean I should aim for the topmost peak?”

      “Yes. There should be a small plateau, according to the stories.”

      “Hold on tight, the winds are picking up.”

      The wind beat at them and sliced through her cloak despite the layers of woolen leggings and clothing beneath. She turned her face into the fluffy feathers at the base of Muir’s neck, but it did no good. Even he was frigid. Despite her mastery of the cold, there was nothing she could do, the harsh winds practically supernatural in power, like the mountain had a will of its own, its own soul rising up to push them away each time he swooped in near.

      “I can’t break through this current,” Muir said. “No matter how I approach, a wind arises to push me off course.”

      “Don’t try it then. Land and we’ll find another way up.”

      Muir banked to the left and coasted down to the base of the mountain. Dozens, if not hundreds of colorful ribbons wound around tree trunks framing the beginning of the path. Rapunzel looked around but saw no one. The charred remains of a recent but abandoned campfire were all she saw. She slid from his back and immediately missed his warmth.

      “At least the way seems to be marked,” Muir muttered. His warm breath fogged the air in front of his beak. He shuffled his wings and moved forward down the snow-dusted path. Ice and snow crunched beneath his hind paws, taloned forelegs, making her wonder about the trail they would leave behind.

      “Yes. Its traditional for those starting the path to add a ribbon with the rest. You add another with each checkpoint you meet at the higher summits.” Rapunzel dipped her head and frowned. “I didn’t bring any. I’d forgotten about the custom.”

      “Is there something else we can leave?”

      “Perhaps….” She reached up and plucked three silver hairs from her head. Muir made a quiet sound, and then he reached beneath his left wing with his beak, coming away with a small, downy feather no larger than her hand. She took his offering, twined her hairs around the shaft, and tied them around the trunk of a slender birch.

      Once she was astride Muir’s back again, his four-legged stride made swift progress up the winding path. A gentle snowfall had begun, and tiny white flakes settled on his auburn head.

      “If I’d known how far we’d have to climb before setting out, I would have prepared us better for it. Even at this pace, it’s bound to take us days to reach the top. Your mountain is enormous.”

      “It is the tallest mountain in all of Eisland.”

      “Wait until you see my home, lass. Some of our mountains would make this look like a hill.”

      “But not where you live.”

      “No. Those peaks are too cold even for a griffin. There were once snow lynxes there, one of our clans who went into hiding during the great plagues of the Scourge, but I doubt they even realize the war is over, if they’ve survived. There’s been far too much work to spare the hands needed to find them.”

      “Perhaps one day we could go look for them together.”

      His stride faltered for a brief moment. “I would like that.”

      Silence fell over them for a time as Muir picked his way up the mountain, demonstrating his feline agility over the snowy steps carved out of the rock. They passed an altar dedicated to Eisen, god of the earth and all things green, though there were no tokens on the stone and the candles had burned away to nothing.

      “I wish I’d brought an offering.” She sighed, inwardly disappointed with herself. If she’d been less focused on the palace and her brother—or even her stomach—she might have thought to prepare not only for the journey, but for the stops along the way. It felt wrong somehow to pass by the shrine without leaving a token behind.

      Before Muir could gain much distance, she reached her thoughts toward the shrine and molded the pristine snow into a single ice rose, leaving a perfect replica on the altar.

      That would have to be good enough.

      They traveled for a few hours longer until what hints of sunlight there were dipped beyond her sight, though it couldn’t have been far into the afternoon. Were Rapunzel not a magician with an affinity for ice and cold, she might have already lost sensation in her fingers, though she occasionally opened and closed both hands, keenly aware of Muir glancing at her over his shoulder.

      They discovered their second camp as true darkness fell, evidence pilgrims had recently made a safe climb to their place of worship at the top. Like the last camp, it couldn’t have been more than a day old.

      There, Muir raised their tent and they settled for another night, needing each other for warmth as much as protection.

      When morning came, they dined on a few dried sausages while Rapunzel heated water for coffee.

      She didn’t suspect they would make the climb in less than a few days, as most of the pilgrims who came brought groups prepared for the difficult journey, often hiring guides to lessen the ordeal.

      But she had Muir, and he was worth as much as a dozen men. Onward, they traveled with light bellies after warming with mugs of dark, sweet brew.

      The occasional windbreak allowed Muir to fly to the next highest cliff, but for the most part, he trotted along on the rocky path. They took shelter when needed and rested after steep climbs, sometimes admiring their surroundings or the sighting of a wild animal native to the mountains.

      Rapunzel had never seen one of the ivory mountain rams, excluded from the hunts her brother and father had taken during her youth.

      With his sharp eyes, her husband pointed out sights she would have never noticed on her own. He saw birds roosting among the scattered firs sprouting from the mountain’s many cliffs, and wild ponies with shaggy cream and white coats.

      “I don’t think I’ve said this before, lass, but you’re an expert rider.”

      “That was sudden.”

      “What?”

      “The compliment.”

      He chuckled. She still hadn’t quite grown accustomed to his avian beak making human sounds, but the voice was almost the same. A little lower in pitch, a little rougher, but still her Muir.

      “It only now occurred to me. I’ve not once had to worry you’ll fall off.”

      A hint of white fluttered up ahead, visible through the gentle snowfall and fog billowing around them. Rapunzel gasped, motionless aside from the gentle tug of the soft feathers at the nape of his neck, cautioning him to be still.

      He froze. “What?”

      “Shhh.”

      In the distance, a small white face looked back at them, the fair cheeks surrounded by a spill of ivory hair as white and downy as the pristine snow tumbling in great puffy clouds around them. Then she darted away and was hidden once more.

      “What was that?”

      “A true snow nymph.”

      Muir rustled his wings, an avian approximation of a shrug. “How was I to know you were a princess trapped in a tower? Perhaps you should have cut your hair and used it as a rope to climb down.”

      Rapunzel scowled when he twisted his head to stare at her with one gold eye. “I wasn’t allowed knives or scissors.”

      “A saving grace, I should say. Your hair is lovely. Though it pains me at times that it’s always bound and braided. You have no idea how often I want to say, ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair’ as it shines like starlight when it’s unbound.”

      The compliment soothed her irritation. Then her stomach rumbled. It wasn’t a gentle gurgle, but a loud and boisterous, unladylike churning noise, the type of sound discouraged by her gaggle of etiquette teachers, as if she had any control over her bodily functions.

      “I suppose this is as good a time to stop and rest for a moment, aye? I see an area out of the wind up ahead. We’re between two peaks.”

      “Excellent. I’ve got our lunch with me. Just one second then.” With a touch of her magical senses, Rapunzel swept the snow from a small ledge and formed it into an ice table. She set her pack atop it and rummaged inside, removing a roll of spiced sausage, wafer bread, a single jar of pickles, and a fruit spread. She had no plates, so she rolled a linen napkin out on each side of the table to set their food.

      Muir dropped his haunches on the ground and watched. His tail whisked through the snow, and for the first time, she noticed the little tuft at the end.

      He’s so beautiful.

      It seemed whenever she saw him in griffin form, they were in battle. She admired him now, studying his glossy coat and his golden beak.

      “Are you not going to eat with your hands?” she asked, spreading winterberry jam over a wafer.

      He glanced at her with one eye, which she’d decided was the avian equivalent of raising a brow. Then he deliberately snapped up a sliced sausage from his linen.

      She huffed at him and stopped shy of filling her tummy with heavy meat when there was a scrumptious dessert awaiting them. She let Muir dine on the remnants of her portion then unveiled the chocolate tarts lovingly wrapped in beeswax-coated fabric. When she unfolded it, his eyes lit with glee.

      “They’re best when warm,” she explained, balancing the treat on her left palm while heating it with the ifrit stone. A bit of steam arose from it, and the delicious smell of baked pastry filled the mountain air around them. Once it had softened and she knew the center would be gooey, she offered it to him.

      Muir accepted the tart from her with his left foreclaw and nibbled a corner with his beak, tasting it. She stared at him, never having seen any bird eat with its claws before. The effect was oddly humanizing. And adorable. His eyes had formed half slits with bliss.

      “What?”

      Rapunzel snapped out of it, clearing her throat and looking away while unwrapping the linen from her own tart. Once she licked the crumbs from her fingers and cleared away their mess, she folded her linens and their makeshift tablecloth away into her bag. Then she found a quiet place tucked out of sight to answer nature’s call.

      “Ready to continue on?” she asked upon returning.

      “I’m ready if you’re ready.”

      Further up the mountain, the trail began to narrow and wind through a thickly wooded area requiring her to press against him to avoid branches scratching her cheeks. She tucked her face against the back of his feathered head, torn between warming herself and admiring the towering pines and quaking aspens surrounding them.

      Muir must have felt her shiver, because he paused and canted his head at her, glancing over one shoulder again. “Are you all right?”

      She kissed the side of his beak. “I’m fine. I have to duck some is all. Nothing too bothersome.”

      Eventually the trees thinned out again and vanished entirely on their left side. The path edged around the mountain with a steep slope dropping away to a ravine far below.

      “Hold please.” Rapunzel climbed down when Muir stopped. “The ledge is too tight for you like this. You’re far too large, and it would be safer to take it on foot from here.”

      He grunted and changed forms, although she thought he looked frigid in his human body, and wished she’d warned him to wear trousers. “Nothing I haven’t done before. We used to scale Mount Floraivel with our hands when we were wee lads. Though if our mothers knew, they’d have killed us.”

      “Why? You live in the mountains, don’t you? I’d expect rock climbing to be common.”

      “It’s a long way down for a cub, is all, and every griffin isn’t as well-practiced at changing forms on a whim. A second is all I need, but some require more practice. Then you’ve still got to pull up out of a fall. By then, you can be dashed to bits on the rocks below. A sad way for your mum to find you, but we were cocky and full of ourselves. Thought we were men.”

      “Not the vision I need when we’re preparing to scale a mountain.”

      Muir grinned at her. “Not to worry, as I said, I only need a second these days.”

      After that, the weather changed and became an unforgiving wall of wind bludgeoning their faces, like sheets of miniature ice blades coming at them from above. She didn’t complain, even when the sky opened up with merciless hailstones that pelted their shoulders. If she was cold in her layers, her gloves, leathers and leggings, the frosty wind beneath his kilt had to be nigh intolerable.

      Muir shifted his position. Only the occasional pebble of ice barely touched her afterward. “We need to stop and find shelter now.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. You may have magic, but you’re only human, and I’d be happier if you conserved your strength until we need it. Help me keep an eye out for a good wind break. A hollow. Anything that’ll shield us.”

      “Fine. I thought I saw a hollow that way. We’ll have to backtrack a little, but not by much.” Rapunzel removed her ifrit stone from her bag and warmed her hands with it, soaking in the heat and pale golden-red glow it emitted.

      Bless Joaidane for creating those for their travel into the frozen north. She raised it to her face and basked in the heat, then made her way down the mountain trail again. Muir repositioned himself to the outside of the path, placing himself between her, the wind, and an infinite drop miles down into rocky doom.

      They didn’t have to travel far to find the niche in the rock, although the wind break curved into the mountain and sloped gently downward. Rapunzel slipped through with ease. Muir grunted and struggled to force his broad shoulders and wider frame through the slim gap.

      “Hand me your things. You can make it.”

      “Why couldn’t you be a damned master of stone magic,” he muttered

      “Why couldn’t you be a wolf shifter or something small?”

      Muir eyed her as he removed his weapons belt and passed his satchel through the gap. “The wolves aren’t much smaller, lass. We’re all quite large.”

      She stared at him. Her gaze dropped below his waist.

      Muir scowled. “Your thoughts would go there.”

      “It isn’t my fault the gods blessed you.”

      Eventually, he wiggled inside, twisting one way then the other and working his muscular body between the frigid rocks. She brushed the snow and bits of frost from his shirt once he joined her.

      “Looks like we’re actually inside the mountain,” he said.

      “Astute observation.”

      Muir eyed her again. “I’ve never wanted so much in my life to take a woman over my knee.”

      “Save the promises for once we’ve rescued my brother and kingdom.”

      He grunted and followed her deeper into the cave system until the ground leveled. There, it was merely cold, without the biting wind dispersing the heat from her ifrit stone.

      “Aren’t you going to hold your ifrit stone?”

      Muir shook his head. “No.”

      Rapunzel sighed and moved closer to her husband to share the heat from her ruby. The crimson glow cast from the warm stone brought out the subtle hints of gold in Muir’s hair. She watched for a moment, smiling, suddenly struck by how beautiful he was even when he had to be freezing from stubbornness. “I know you’re strong enough to bear any weather, Muir, but you need not prove it to me anymore.”

      “I’m not.”

      He moved ahead, sniffing once as he went, appearing more feral by the moment by the way he moved and his changing stance, like a wild man on the hunt. Fascinated, she trailed behind him.

      “Are you truly not cold?”

      “I am,” he said.

      Exasperated, she huffed out a breath, but he continued speaking before she could chastise him. “I’d rather save the magic for when you need it. Your stone will wear out, and I’m able to tolerate the cold.”

      “So can I, Muir. I was raised in this weather, and I’m an ice mage. The weather affects me, but differently since I have a natural affinity for the cold.”

      “Then I suppose that makes both of us different.”

      A hint of a smile surfaced on his handsome face before he guided her alongside him with a palm on the small of her back, through a doorway into a manmade tunnel, its walls polished stone, smooth, perfectly rectangular.

      There was a ferocious noise rumbling through the maze of dark caverns, though it was impossible to distinguish which direction from whence it came. As it echoed throughout the passage and shook several icicles loose from the rocky ceiling. Rapunzel squeezed Muir’s hand tighter.

      Muir’s nostrils flared. He breathed in a deep breath. “We aren’t alone here, but it’s no creature I’ve ever crossed. I don’t recognize this smell.”

      “Troll maybe, or a yeti. They both live in caverns. Maybe we should look for another shelter.”

      Muir grunted. “The temperature is dropping, and we haven’t seen any other caverns. I’ll scout ahead and assess the danger. You wait—”

      “No, I’m coming with you. I don’t want to be alone in here.”

      “Very well.”

      Muir led the way through dim paths lit only by her ifrit stone, although it threw ominous shadows over the rock formations surrounding them. Suddenly, he stopped, and she bumped into his broad back.

      “What is it?”

      “Get back,” he said in a low voice. “Go back now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, lass, we have company.”

      Rapunzel peered around Muir’s broad shoulders and sucked in a sharp breath. An enormous white-furred creature lay on the ground, the yeti small for an adult, but too large to be a child. Juvenile, just old enough to travel without its mother. It had a sad, hairless face with beady, dark eyes and droopy cheeks framing a flat nose. The creature pulled at something embedded in the bottom of its tough foot. It clawed at it, gave up, and slumped again, its enormous ham-sized fists covered in blood from failed efforts.

      “Look at it. I think it’s hurt. There’s something in his foot.”

      “All the more reason for us to either attack now or make a hasty retreat.”

      He tugged her back by the arm, but Rapunzel pulled away. The creature’s pain sounded too human to ignore, like a sobbing child begging for relief. She took a hesitant step toward the yeti, then another.

      “Rapunzel,” Muir hissed at her. “That thing could crush you to pieces. It’s bigger than I am.”

      “Then stand by and be prepared to help me if he tries. Listen to him, Muir. How can you ignore that?”

      “Quite easily. We have a quest, lass, and the sooner we get to the top of this mountain, the better. We can’t do that if we’re dead because your snowman smashes us into paste.”

      Yetis were killed frequently in her kingdom whenever they came down from the mountains seeking food, often taking goats and tucking other livestock beneath their brawny arms before loping away again. Years ago, her father had even put out a bounty for yeti pelts, the whiter the better, despite some objections.

      Rapunzel shrugged her pack off and passed it to Muir, though he gave her a disgusted look. “He’s just a little one.”

      “Little one?”

      “A bull would be much larger. Twice your height.”

      “I swear if it tries to harm you—”

      “Do what you must then. For now, remain back and try not to frighten him.”

      “Me frighten him?”

      “You’re quite frightening when you scowl like that.” In a moment of impulsiveness, she stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. Then she moved away and approached the wounded creature.

      The yeti roared and swiped out with one massive paw. Rapunzel stopped and held up both hands, showing they were empty save for her softly glowing orb. The pale light had naturally dimmed to a ruddy hue when they entered the cave, giving enough light to see by without hurting their eyes. The yeti blinked and growled softly, but made no other movement.

      “It’s all right. I won’t hurt you,” she said in a quiet voice as she took another step. The beast growled but didn’t swing again. Its small, dark eyes remained focused on her face.

      Step by slow, careful step, she closed the distance between them. While she didn’t dare look away to see what Muir was doing, she sensed the weight of his gaze on her and knew he’d leap in at the slightest provocation.

      “I’m going to look at your foot now.”

      The yeti trembled, thick fur rustling, though she had no idea if it was pain or fear or perhaps both at the source. First, she set down the orb and waited. The yeti chuffed and stared at it. When it didn’t attack, she reached out and gently grasped the foot it had been favoring. Thick, shaggy fur covered the enormous appendage. His foot was easily as big as her head and the claws tipping each padded toe matched the length of her longest finger.

      “It’s all right.” Even if he couldn’t understand her words, she hoped he could understand the sympathy in her voice.

      Slippery blood covered the bottom of his foot, and while the sole was tough and leathery, an inch of jagged metal protruded. Rapunzel grasped the bit of bloody metal between her thumb and forefinger. The yeti bared his teeth and rumbled in his massive chest. Muir leaned forward, on the brink of transforming.

      She shot him a warning look. “Don’t.”

      “Rapunzel.”

      “You’ll scare him, Muir. Please.”

      “I don’t like this.”

      He’d have to deal with it. The yeti’s growl faded into a soft whimper, and it made a pitiful yowl that tugged her heartstrings. Twice, her fingers slipped against blood-slickened metal before she used the edge of her cloak to grasp it and pull. It came free with a spurt of thick blood. Some of the tension eased from the creature’s body, and it quaked in relief.

      “It looks like the tip of a sword.” Rapunzel set the shattered metal aside, where the yeti could see it. The beast swatted it away, sending the shard clattering across the cabin floor. Despite herself, Rapunzel giggled. “I can’t say I blame you for that.”

      Behind her, Muir muttered something in his native tongue. She was pretty sure it wasn’t a pleasant something either, but she ignored him and returned her focus to the injury. So far, the yeti was content to let her help, and she didn’t want to waste time and risk it changing its mind.

      Rapunzel smoothed her thumb over his bare foot. His toes moved, he squirmed—ticklish. She giggled again, and he made a small sound that sounded like pleasure. Maybe a purr.

      Muir shifted, a dubious guardian lurking behind her.

      “If you’re going to stand over me, at least bring your light closer, Muir. I need to see better.” Once he lowered his orb, Rapunzel wove her spell. Blue luminescence spilled from her fingers onto the bloody, raw wound in his foot pad, heat and sorcery, a scalding brand that sealed the wound on the surface with a flash of cauterizing heat. Healing magic wasn’t always pleasant, and the wound had been deep.

      The yeti thrashed. He pounded one of his hamfists against the ground, showering them with fragments of fallen rock and debris but causing no harm. Her gaze darted up from her work to her patient’s face. There were tears streaming down his craggy cheeks. Until that moment, she hadn’t known abominable snowmen could cry at all.

      “I wasn’t able to close it fully, but it shouldn’t bleed so much now. His natural healing will have to take over.” Rapunzel took Muir’s knife and sliced a strip of fabric from the edge of her cloak. She wrapped the yeti’s foot with it to cushion the newly healed, tender flesh. “There we go. I’m all done now.”

      He got up slowly and tested his weight on the foot. Even with damage beneath the surface, she thought the relief must have been indescribable for him.

      “Back away now, lass. Please. You’ve healed your beast, now let’s be on our way.”

      “But—”

      “Please.”

      The pleading tone in his voice, a rarity for the man, spoke to her more than his words. With a final look up at the yeti, she scooped up her orb and stepped back. Muir’s hand smoothed down her back and came to a rest at her waist.

      “Come on, we can go back to the previous chamber to rest for the night.”

      “All right.”

      The moment they turned to leave, the yeti roared. Quicker than she thought a creature of his size could move, the shaggy beast put itself between them and the way out. Muir tugged her behind him and took up a defensive stance, but the yeti only stood there and stomped its uninjured foot. It grunted and moved away to a narrow corridor on the other side of the cavern then waited, stomping its foot again.

      “It seems your snowman wants us to follow him.”

      Rapunzel glanced up at Muir. “Shall we?”

      “Worse that can happen is he repays your effort by taking us home to his mum and da’ to eat us.”

      The yeti led the way through dark, twisting passages, making Rapunzel further grateful for the orbs Joaidane had crafted. The deeper they went into the mountain, the warmer the air became. Eventually, her breaths no longer produced fog.

      Pale shafts of moonlight speared in from up above. Rapunzel peered upward and marveled at the neatly chiseled tubes in the rock, angled perfectly to view the moon. Had the yeti’s fashioned them or were they natural occurrences in the mountain? Besides their orbs, the only other illumination came from lichen on the walls. The sparse growth glowed soft green.

      “Close your eyes a moment, Rapunzel.”

      “What? Why?” Too late, her gaze skirted past the luminescent moss and settled on a shadowed shape ahead. It took her mind a moment to make sense of it, but when she did, a sickening sensation twisted her insides.

      The battered corpse of a royal guard hung on a rocky spike jutting from the ground, belly up and head back, the black eyes staring wide open toward the cavern ceiling. The yeti tugged on the body.

      “Don’t do that,” Rapunzel chided him sharply.

      The beast released his new toy and dropped his big furry mitt down to his side. For the first time, she noticed the red stains against the otherwise white and cream-hued fur. Then her gaze darted to the other corpses and the remnants of a shattered sword beside one of the deceased guards. Something had smashed him and left his broken body discarded in a corner, reduced to a greasy red smear against the rocks. Had it been this yeti or were there more haunting the forgotten cavern?

      Muir crouched beside the body and touched the wet blood. He rubbed it between his fingers. “This corpse is fresh. The queen must have sent soldiers to the mountain.”

      A sour taste flooded her mouth. She looked away. “Which means she predicted we would make this step and come to get the Northern Light.”

      “Or is at least taking precautions. We’ll have to be wary. Some may have passed farther up the mountain and left these two behind. If she knew for sure we were here, I think she’d send more than a small group of men.”

      “Yes, I think you’re right.”

      Their guide stomped his foot again and warbled. Rapunzel tensed and waited, expecting an answering call, but none came. With only two options, follow or go back, they continued after their unconventional host. Stomp, as she decided to call him, led them through a crevice into a small chamber with no additional exits as far as she could see.

      While the cavern had a musty smell, it wasn’t rank or inhospitable, the occasional gust of a cool wind snaking in from some corner of the chamber. It looked like it had once been a ritual room of some kind, decorated by altars holding numerous ceramic pots and glittering baubles.

      Rapunzel passed a few scattered animal bones, thankful none appeared human.

      Stomp crossed to what could only be described as a nest. Rapunzel made out leaves, dried grass, torn rags, and small animal pelts in the haphazard pile. The juvenile yeti sat and wiggled down into the construct, where he gnawed on a bone until he drifted to sleep.

      Muir removed a travel blanket from his pack and spread it over the ground while she unloaded their rations. They had flaky bread, cured ham, and salted fish. Muir scraped the crust from the cheese while she opened a small bottle of wine.

      “You Eislanders and your wine,” he grunted.

      “What’s wrong with it? It keeps well, tastes good, and warms you up inside.”

      “And clouds your mind.”

      “Only if you overindulge.”

      “Which your people seem to enjoy.” Muir’s faint smile softened the blow his words might have otherwise struck.

      They ate their small meal without further talk, the silence broken by Stomp’s occasional snore. Muir settled in his griffin form and invited her under his wing, the feathers softer than silk beneath her cheek. She buried her face against the downy white fluff and sighed.

      “Muir?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I….” Love you so much. She gathered the edge of the blanket around her and tightened her fist around a handful. “Nothing. Sleep well.”

      “Goodnight, Rapunzel.”
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      Rapunzel groaned as she raised her head from the hard ground, rocky cavern floor cushioned only by a layer of blanket. In the seconds it took for her eyes to adjust to the thin streams of golden light slanting in from above, she realized Muir had left her. The yeti was gone, his chew toys her only company.

      “Muir?” she called, voice echoing throughout the stone chamber. “Muir?”

      Only Stomp trundled inside, scratching his furry hind end with long, yellowing claws.

      Groggily, she rubbed her eyes and rose. All of Muir’s belongings, including his sword, had been left behind. The latter alarmed her most of all. “Good morning, Stomp. Have you seen the red and surly one?”

      Stomp rumbled.

      Rapunzel frowned. It wasn’t like Muir to take off without warning, and she wondered if he’d gone to fetch a breakfast for them.

      She waited. The yeti kept her company, and an unknown amount of time passed before Rapunzel realized Muir wasn’t coming back.

      Had he abandoned her and fled down the mountain? There wasn’t a sign of a struggle in the room, no feathers, blood, or even a minor disturbance near the passage they’d taken.

      Something was wrong. Muir wouldn’t leave. Wouldn’t abandon her. Wouldn’t strand her in a frozen mountain in the north when he’d been eager to put himself between her and an abominable snowman.

      “Muir may be injured or unable to come to me, and if he’s hurt, I need to find him.”

      Rapunzel rolled up the blanket and stuffed it in the satchel before slinging the strap over her shoulder. She ended up with both bags crossed on opposite hips and managed to encase his blade in an icy sheath before securing it against her back with the straps and a few cleverly tied linens.

      It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do. He’d want it back.

      Too stubborn to acknowledge the uncomfortable weight digging into her skin, Rapunzel turned to face her new friend. “Do you know where he’s gone?”

      He loped away to the distant side of the cavern. She followed him and discovered the wall wasn’t solid, an exit concealed by the jutting rocks that hadn’t been present before. A shifting in the mountain, or perhaps the fists of a larger, stronger yeti, had created an opening large enough for her and the juvenile to enter.

      The new passage was enormous and cavernous, lined with torches that sparked to life by magic of unknown origin. Had her ancestors, the savage nomads who roamed the high mountains in the north, built this marvel of mazes and sorcery? She’d never studied the ancient people of Eisland much during her youth, disinterested in learning about the past and eager to absorb whatever she could learn about Arthras from her brother. And when apart from Joren, her life had been etiquette lessons with noble ladies, attending court with her father, and stealing whatever time on her own to practice the art of elemental magic in secrecy under her parents’ noses.

      “Muir!” she called, voice echoing through the long corridor. It sloped upward, but Stomp moved to the forefront ahead of her and turned right at the fork. She saw daylight ahead of them, felt the cold wind whistling down the tunnel. Running toward it, she emerged to discover a snow-dusted route carved against the icy peaks, but no Muir.

      The serene path ahead of them was clear and blue, a cloudless and beautiful day above the mountain compared to the blizzard of the previous evening. Wherever Stomp had brought her, they had emerged higher in altitude than before. She ascended the widening trail and sought signs of Muir’s passage, hoping for even a stray paw print, but there was nothing.

      “Muir!” she cried again, praying he answered with one of his bellows. A scream. A chirp. Anything at all.

      Only silence, besides a low whine from Stomp.

      “Where could that blasted man have gone?”

      She paced on the path, torn between waiting for him to return from a potential hunt or seeking him on her own. What if he had gone hunting and the wind had blown him off course again? A vivid image played in Rapunzel’s mind of her husband trapped on the slopes, hindered by a broken wing and unable to return to her.

      Worse thoughts plagued her. Older, vicious yetis would see him as a delicious, feathered snack if misfortune had left him defenseless. Tears sprang to her eyes.

      Yet, despite her worst fears, there was a warmth in her chest that felt like Muir, and she knew if he had perished, she’d know it. She’d know the very moment of his death. Reassured by that, she shifted his heavy travel bag and continued.

      “Muir!” Silence again. She set her jaw and moved onto the path. “Very well then. If you cannot come to me, then I must simply find you.”

      

      Muir awakened on something softer than their travel blanket. Someone had placed the softest nest beneath him, although it took a moment for him to realize it wasn’t a nest at all, but a feather bed. It smelled of ice and snow and frost, the down feathers of some snow bird and something else wildly feminine and exotic.

      He was human again, and his mate’s warm presence was absent.

      “Rapunzel?”

      Ice glistened around him, clear as glass in some places and opaque in other. Sunlight shone against the crystalline walls, sparking off dancing rainbow prisms across the room. Several furs covered the floor directly around his bed, and silk tapestries in watercolor hues covered the walls. A small table carved from ice stood nearby, covered with fruits and a small basin. Muir sat up, only to discover in addition to his wife, his clothes had vanished as well.

      Was he dreaming? He thought so when two nubile women entered the room, both draped in semi-translucent silks, underdressed for the frigid environment. They were nude beneath the opalescent fabric. They might have been twins, they resembled one another so closely.

      “You’re awake,” the first one said. “I am Varees.”

      “I am Sareen.”

      “Where am I? Where’s Rapunzel?”

      The white-haired twins giggled and moved closer. They leaned in and ran their fingers across his arms. Their touch was cool and light, as gentle as falling snowflakes. Closer, he was able to pick out subtle colors in their hair, pale pinks and lavenders. Likewise, their eyes shone in shifting hues of misty green and blue.

      “You’re safe,” Sareen replied.

      “Safer here than anywhere,” Varees agreed.

      “Where is here, and where is Rapunzel?”

      Varees pouted her pale pink lips. “Don’t you like us?”

      Sareen crawled onto the bed to join him. She traced her finger down his bare chest and circled it around his flat nipple. “You don’t need a princess. Not anymore.”

      Natural male instinct stiffened his cock. He suppressed the rising lust and scowled at the two women instead of surrendering to base male instinct. He edged off the bed to put distance between them, remembered his nakedness, and tugged one of the silk sheets free.

      Sareen persisted and followed him. “Why do you hide from us?”

      “Are your kind not accustomed to absolute freedom?”

      “Aye, but by our own choice. What have you done with my clothes?”

      “They were dirty,” Varees said.

      “Filthy,” Sareen agreed.

      “We took them to be cleaned.”

      “You don’t need them anyway. Not with us.”

      Muir imagined the men of Eisland would be in paradise were they ever in his position, confronted by two stunning nymphs offering their attention. For surely, these had to be the true snow nymphs he’d heard of from James, the creatures for whom he’d mistaken Rapunzel that night. “While I am flattered by your kind regard, I need to leave. I need to find my mate.”

      The two nymphs looked at each other and smiled slyly. “A mate in name only.”

      “A mate not of your choosing,” Varees whispered. She moved in close and fast, her lips suddenly against his ear. “A mate you didn’t want.”

      Muir barely resisted shoving her away and stepped back instead. “Out, both of you.”

      The nymphs drew close together, limbs entwined. Their translucent garments faded away. Muir managed to keep his gaze on their faces.

      “You could stay here with us.”

      “Yes, with us. We’ll make certain you want for nothing.”

      “We’ll make you happy.”

      Sareen moved closer and caressed his cheek. “Happier than any mortal woman.”

      “Where. Is. Rapunzel?” He enunciated each word, his voice low and close to a growl. “I won’t ask again, lasses. Beautiful you may be, but I won’t give in to your charms. I don’t want to harm you, but if it’s the only way to return to Rapunzel, I will.”

      Sareen drifted away from him and became a feminine silhouette made from snow and winter frost. “How can you harm…” she began in a playful murmur.

      “…what you’re unable to touch?” Varees finished, following her.

      Muir reached after one and grasped a handful of snow. “What do you want from me? Why me?”

      “You’re strong,” one of the snow waifs said.

      “A perfect specimen,” said the other.

      “You would give us strong young and perfect little ones.”

      “And if I do this, you’ll let me go?”

      “We will,” one of the disembodied voices whispered, a caress against his ears.

      “Both of us,” said the second from the opposite side.

      Muir growled. “I refuse.”

      “Then you may stay here and rot.”

      The fine mist of snow and swirling air dissipated, and then all was quiet, leaving Muir alone in a silent room with only a silk sheet in his hands.

      

      Rapunzel came to a fork in the path, the first she had seen on this mountain since their journey began. Ribbons marked the wider trail to the right, but the tug on her heart, that sense of Muir, pulled her to the narrow track to the left. In fact, without that sense of him, she might have missed the trail altogether. It wound through the trees and thick bushes on a steep upward climb, coming to an abrupt end.

      Rapunzel eyed the wall of ice and rock in front of her. The trail had come to a dead end, blocked by an avalanche from further above. Stomp warbled and picked at the sharp stones sticking out from the hard-packed snow.

      “I can’t leave him, Stomp. Move back, I’ll try to clear a way through it.”

      She placed her hands against the wall and reached out with her magic. Snow always responded to her manipulations, but not this time.

      The mountain rumbled, and more snow rolled down from the higher slopes. Rapunzel threw up a shield of ice and magic to protect herself and Stomp from the falling chunks. When everything was quiet again, several more feet stretched above them.

      “Well, that didn’t work so well, did it?” For whatever reasons, magic reacted strangely on the mountain, from the winds that kept Muir from flying to the peak to the mishaps whenever she tried to use her powers. “I’ll have to climb it.”

      Stomp whined.

      “You don’t need to come any farther with me. Thank you for getting me this far, but you should go back home.” She reached over and stroked her hand down his shaggy arm. “I’ll never forget you.”

      Stomp cocked his head and bounced from foot to foot. Rapunzel gave him a gentle nudge. “Go on now. Go home.”

      She turned her back to him and readied herself for the climb. There were plenty of rocks and ledges to help with the passage. She made it up several feet before she heard Stomp’s quiet warble close behind her and glanced down to see the yeti climbing up after her.

      “No, Stomp. Go home.”

      The narrow ledge beneath her feet began to give under her weight. Her fingers scrambled for purchase, but she found no handholds, nothing to grab on to. The snow crumbled away, and she plummeted, screaming.

      A strong hand wrapped around her wrist and halted her descent. Stomp pulled her up beside him. She clutched his fur with one hand and a rock with the other and waited for her racing heart to slow.

      “Thank you,” she whispered after a few minutes.

      From her vantage, she could see the other path with its colorful ribbons flapping from the trees. It would be easy to climb back down, forget about Muir, and continue to the peak where the Northern Light rested.

      The idea of abandoning him squeezed her heart like a vice.

      “Think, Rapunzel, think.”

      Trying to move the avalanche had only made it worse, and climbing it like this was next to impossible. Even with Stomp’s help.

      “I can’t move it, but maybe I can manipulate it in small ways.”

      Careful to keep a hold of Stomp for balance, she slid her free hand down the snow and summoned her magic. The snow shaped itself to her will, crystals growing outward. Rough ice jutted from the wall and flattened beneath her feet, providing a sturdy and solid platform. Stomp whined and lifted his foot.

      “No, don’t do that,” she said quickly.

      Another spear shot out and shaped itself into a level stair. She created a third and laughed softly, each one coming easier than the last, until the steps angled across the entire wall.

      She made her way up with ease, with Stomp right on her heels. Her steps held even his considerable weight.

      Above the wall, the path continued up the mountain. Her steps quickened until she was running the rest of the way up, with her yeti companion close behind her. The trees thinned into an open clearing.

      Rapunzel skidded to a halt. Flurries spun about in the air, but there was no breeze—no wind rustling through the trees to disturb the weightless clouds. Then the snow thickened and moved toward her, taking shape as it approached. She recognized the delicate features as the snow nymph they had seen the day before.

      “You came,” the waif said.

      “Where’s Muir? Did you take him?”

      “He is safe. You left the path to find him.”

      “Of course I did.”

      “You gave up precious time and put your life in danger. Why?”

      Rapunzel blinked. To her, the answer seemed obvious. “Because he would do the same for me. Because he’s my husband, and I care about him. I won’t leave him behind.”

      “Then you have truly passed your test. Come, I will set you on your way. My daughters will entertain your sweet companion.”

      More khione, though these were shorter and lacked the curves of womanhood, materialized from the blizzard. When they danced around Stomp, he jumped up and down in place and clapped his enormous furry paws, but he didn’t pursue them when the little snow girls zipped off. He whimpered at Rapunzel.

      “It’s all right. Go on and have fun. I’ll get Muir.” She smiled and gestured for him to follow the others. A toothy grin spread across his face as he took off, scooping snow from the ground in his huge fists as he went.

      “Please come with me, Princess.”

      No one knew much about the khione. Rapunzel had always thought they lived alone as solitary nymphs, but as she crossed the snowy meadow, she saw many of the creatures frolicking together or watching from the frosted boughs. When they neared the mountain side, she made out structures crafted from ice—no, they’d been grown, as if icicles had been encouraged to form in a specific manner.

      “What did you mean by test?”

      “All will be explained in time.” The waif giggled, and her form dispersed. The ice wall ahead crackled and parted, leaving a clear path for Rapunzel to follow.

      

      Hours passed in damning silence, giving Muir time to dwell on every possible outcome for Rapunzel.

      What if the yeti attacked during his absence?

      What if she froze on the snow-covered peaks, unable to make her way down alone?

      What if some awful, greater threat reared its head and she proved incapable of fending it off even with her magic?

      Anxiety led him to pacing, a caged animal desperate for any escape route he could find, and when there proved to be none, he tried to make one, but found the ice to be solid throughout the chamber. He pounded the wall with his fist and only bruised his knuckles. He tried once more to return to his griffin form, but that aspect of him—that divine-granted ability passed from the stars—refused to cooperate.

      True panic set in afterward. He raked his fingers through his hair and growled at the empty room, unable to recall the last time he’d felt so helpless. Then it came to him. Losing Fiona. Losing his mother. Watching loved ones and family perish in the war.

      And if he didn’t find a way free of his cell, he’d lose Rapunzel too.

      “Think, think, think,” he muttered, still pacing.

      They wanted something from him. The creatures—those women of exceptional beauty—had wanted him to sire their children. If he did it, if he gave in, they’d allow him to go free, wouldn’t they?

      The thought of touching either nymph twisted his stomach with disgust. Rapunzel had gotten under his skin and branded her essence into his mind, burrowing like a tick inside his heart until there was no room for anything else. Only her.

      She’ll be fine, Muir thought at once, positive she’d make it to the path. They hadn’t much farther to go when they’d headed inside the mountain. She’s too stubborn to die. She’s come too far from her prison. If anyone can acquire the light, it’ll be her.

      Confidence in her growing magical ability eased the tension knot in his chest, allowing him to take a full breath. No matter how much he needed to see her again, he would neither dishonor himself with those waifs nor disrespect Rapunzel and shatter the vows he’d made before her gods. Eis, Siel, and Triton may not have been his deities, but they meant something to her.

      Muir sat on the bed again, newly calmed, and there he waited for some time before the nymphs returned to his prison, for as pretty as it was, that’s what he considered it. He turned as the door opened and crossed his arms over his chest. Varees looked him over, giggling while glancing at the sheet he had secured around his waist as a makeshift kilt.

      “Release me or fight me. I won’t be held here.”

      “Oh, sweet Muir, we have no desire to cause you any harm,” the snow nymph said. “If you come with me—if you’re a good boy—I’ll take you to your wife.”

      “Rapunzel’s here?”

      “She is. Like you, she passed her test. Loyalty and courage. You both remained true to your hearts. You resisted temptation, and she braved obstacles in her path to seek you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She giggled again and gestured for him to follow. “You will.”

      He followed her barefoot down a chilly corridor with stone floors and ice walls. All surroundings and structures, save for the ground itself, radiated cold. The walls roughened, transitioning from ice to stone, and the air warmed. A mineral tang carried on curling wisps of steam.

      Two high-backed benches covered in furs occupied the empty space around the pool, with a pitcher and a covered platter on a small stone table between them. Muir wandered over and raised the lid to find sweet water and winterberries.

      “Relax. Enjoy. No one will bother you here, you have my word.”

      The nymph left him in the natural hot spring chamber. This time, the wall did not close behind her. He considered following her and finding his way out, but her words about tests and Rapunzel held him back. Besides, no matter how much cold he could endure, nothing felt better than a long soak in a hot bath.

      He sank into the water and submerged to his chest, releasing a relieved sigh. Enjoying the hot springs back home had been a favorite pastime, one he missed.

      A door opened out of the wall where there had been only smooth ice moments ago. Rapunzel stepped inside, her cheeks red and flushed with exertion, his bag of heavy supplies slung over her shoulder.

      

      Rapunzel had raced to find him, desperate to rescue her husband from a frosty demise in the mountains, only to find him relaxing in a bath with steam all around him in a room lit by glowing crystals jutting from the ceiling and walls in shades of blue, pink, and lavender.

      “I’ve searched for y—” The bags she carried struck the floor, because Muir was out of the bath and crossing the short distance between them. Water sluiced off his hard angles, shone upon his chest, and careened down his flat stomach in glistening rivulets. That night in his bedroom, she’d had little opportunity to truly appreciate the sight of his battle-honed physique, each dip and carve sculpted to masculine perfection.

      The sight could have brought tears to her eyes, if she wasn’t already crying with profound relief to find him alive and safe.

      Before she could chastise him, before she could utter a word, he seized her. One hand cupped the back of her head and the other took her by the waist. Then his mouth slanted over hers. His tongue led the way and swept between her lips.

      It didn’t matter that he was wet, water soaking through her clothes. It only mattered that he was here, alive and warm beneath her touch.

      And kissing her the way she’d wanted him to kiss her almost from the very start, from the moment she saw him at the altar.

      She melted against him, aware of his fingers unbuckling the makeshift sword belt, removing her cloak and pushing so many articles of clothing from her chilly body. She let him peel away each layer and sighed against his lips when he rolled his thumbs over the tips of her breasts. Then his mouth joined them. He traced patterns across her skin with his tongue then nipped the stiff peaks he’d already aroused.

      By the time he returned to her lips, she was starved for the next taste of him. Aching for it and filled with so much longing she feared burning up like cinders. When the need for air forced their mouths to part, Muir trapped her against the wall with his body, pinning both her arms above her head with one strong hand. The other slipped between her thighs.

      His fingers stroked and teased until she pulled at him and begged him to quench the flames his touches ignited. Until she pleaded with him to make her his own.

      The moment leading up to their joining was torment, her body trembling with anticipation. With one push, one magical thrust, they became one and her suffering ended. She wrapped her legs around his hips and held him close.

      The sheer intensity of their joining sizzled through her like fireworks. She clung to him, matching his mounting passion with her own, reveling in the ferocity of each stroke, the frenetic rhythm of it, his frenzy and desire for her culminating into a wild, uncontained storm of passion.

      “Mine,” he growled against her cheek. He punctuated the word with a thrust.

      For those moments, there was no war, no mountain, no snow nymphs or black army. There was only her, Muir, and the budding love between them achieving its full bloom.

      “Yours!” She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and rode the spiraling sensation as it crested the peak into unfathomable bliss. Through it all, Muir never stopped, carrying her through her orgasm until he groaned her name and reached his own.

      In the moments afterward, Rapunzel struggled to find herself. She struggled to find words adequate to describe the euphoria Muir had brought her. In the end, she chose to say nothing at all. She lowered her brow to his shoulder and basked in the pleasure instead.

      Somewhere during the blissful haze of oblivion, Muir moved them to the fur-covered bench. He unfastened the tie at the end of her braid and unraveled it with deft fingers with her cradled on his lap, straddling him.

      Afterward, he laid down with her sprawled across him and lazily draped an arm over her back. Sighing, he closed his eyes.

      The silence between them persisted for a while, though she spent the time with her ear above his heart, listening to the calming rhythm.

      Love was a compromise. She understood now what Anastasia had said to her of love being a complicated but fickle emotion. Love was wanting his happiness, without always blindly sacrificing her own if there was another way. Love was working together to reach the same goal. Love was trust, placing her life in another person’s hands.

      If she wanted Muir, if she wanted to keep him and earn his trust in return, saving her brother and surrendering rule to him was the only way. She’d return to Cairn Ocland and live among his shifters if that was what it took to convince him of her sincerity.

      Joren could have the throne. As long as she saved it first and a throne remained to pass to him.

      Rapunzel tilted her head and brushed her lips against his throat. “Be mine, Muir of Clan Leomlaire. Mine in more than name,” she whispered. “I’ve fallen in love with you, and no other man, shifter or human, will ever be my true prince.”

      

      Muir opened his eyes. Rapunzel was watching him, resting her weight on her arms with her lovely breasts crushed against his chest. Lovemaking and steam from the spring had warmed the room, and the glow of perspiration shone over her skin with a rosy flush.

      “I’ve always been your prince, lass. It simply took my mind weeks to accept what my soul had already learned.”

      “I know I can never replace the wife you lost—”

      “I’d never expect that. Fiona would want me to be happy, and I am. With you. It’s a rarity, this, finding not only affection but a true love after losing a first. I was a fool to push you away for so long.”

      “Then… if Joren is alive—if this kingdom can be saved and my brother will accept the throne—I’ll return with you to Cairn Ocland. And if he won’t....” She shuddered. The alternatives to her brother’s outright refusal were that the queen had possessed him too. Or that he had died. “I’ll reinstate the council and visit as often as I can.”

      “No, Rapunzel. I can’t ask that of you.”

      “What? But I thought—”

      “I won’t ask you to leave your entire kingdom behind after you’ve sacrificed so much to save it. We will capture this light, and we will retake your throne, but here we’ll stay afterward.”

      “But your home…”

      “Is with you. My wife.” He traced her ear with his fingers, tucking back her hair. “My mate. My beautiful, bright star.” Now he knew why he loved her hair so much, for it reminded him of starlight spun into silk.

      “Who will lead the griffins without you?”

      “Faolan or his da’ perhaps. There will always be strong alphas to lead the clan. I’m only one of them.” And he believed they’d survive without his leadership, because if the griffins were anything, it was resilient.

      

      Rapunzel and Muir soaked together in the hot spring, devoured the berries left for them, and reluctantly decided to dress once more. She giggled at his dramatic display of putting on his spare tartan. He’d stretched it out over the floor and made every pleat perfect and equal before sliding his belt beneath it, clad in only a shirt. She watched him from the bench, admiring the lean musculature of his bare thighs while he worked, until he laid down on the tartan and wrapped each side around his waist.

      It occurred to Rapunzel that she’d never watched him dress before. Not while they were in the tower, and not the morning following their first time together in bed. “Do you do that every time?”

      “Do what?”

      She grinned at him, deciding she definitely liked how long it took him to dress, even if it was quite comical and reminded her of a vain, preening bird once he fastened it, stood, and continued his adjustments. “Make each pleat so painstakingly perfect and—” Before she had the chance to finish teasing him about it, the wall opened and a nymph stepped inside.

      Of all the nymphs Rapunzel had encountered so far, none were so beautiful and dignified as the elegant creature standing before them shrouded in layers of radiant silk in shifting shades of turquoise, blue, and silver. Her hair fell around her shoulders and reached her hips, glittering specks of snow amidst each lavender strand.

      Muir eyed her. “Why have you kept us here?”

      Under other circumstances, Rapunzel might have swatted him, but this was the one time she appreciated his blunt nature. “I find myself wondering the same thing.” Something about the nymph struck Rapunzel as familiar.

      When the nymph canted her head, her pale hair stirred around her slender shoulders. “You come as seekers of the Light. Those are best seen at night, and you were both in need of... rest.” A pretty smile curved her blue-tinged lips.

      “Who are you?”

      “I am Queen Yukina, and I look after all my daughters and sisters.”

      Rapunzel’s breath caught. “You’re their queen? I thought that was only a story.”

      “We have not been welcome in your cities for some time,” Yukina said. “So we found a new purpose and a new home.”

      “What does this have to do with our quest?” Muir asked.

      “We are the protectors of the Light, and it would be irresponsible to allow it to fall into the hands of the unworthy. We tested you by leading you to the injured yeti, and by helping him you showed your heart was pure, filled with compassion and a desire to help others without personal gain.”

      “But Muir tried to convince me to leave him.”

      “He did.” The nymph’s gaze settled on Muir. “But he listened to you, a valuable trait many humans, and even shifters such as he, seems to lack. It is a sign of a good leader and a good man that he trusted your decision and supported your choice.”

      Muir nodded.

      “Then you spirited him away. Why?”

      “I needed to see each of you on your own. To see if your hearts were true to each other. A woman who would abandon her mate is undeserving of the Light, and likewise, a husband who would stray is equally unworthy.”

      “Stray?” Both her brows rose, and she looked to Muir, who only shrugged.

      “My sisters visited him prior to your arrival and found his dedication to you unwavering. He would have made a fine partner.” Yukina smiled. “Still, I am pleased he remained loyal, just as you displayed courage in the face of adversity. Because of this, I will take you to the mountain peak, where no other mortal feet have tread for centuries.”

      They traveled through the mountain, each cavern they passed through lovelier than the one before it and studded with luminous crystals.

      “Queen Yukina, what is the Northern Light exactly?” Rapunzel asked.

      “Have you not watched it each night from the palace?”

      “I have, but I don’t know what creates it.”

      “You know the tales of Eisen and his love for Siel, but what your people often forget is that she returned that love, and when it became apparent they could never touch, she wept. Those tears became crystals and the light they produced bridged the space between them, so that whenever they shine, Eisen and Siel are reunited.”

      “That’s beautiful,” Rapunzel said. “I’ve always thought the story was lovely but tragic.”

      Yukina smiled down at her. “It is. Only love can banish evil and darkness, and so, only love can wield the Light.”

      Fresh, cool air blew in from an opening ahead. Rapunzel moved ahead of Muir and Yukina, darting out into the frigid evening to encounter a dazzling display of green and blue dancing in rhythmic waves in the sky above her. She reached up and passed her hands through the iridescent light, surprised to find it warm. A tingling sensation spread from her fingers through the rest of her body.

      “There were once many, but this single crystal is all that remains. The Light is yours to take,” Yukina said. “Then you must return it here, so Eisen and Siel are not parted for long. Gothel cannot be allowed to bring darkness and chaos back to this land a second time. Her mischief must be ended for good.”

      The crystal awaited them in a stone cradle bearing a suspicious resemblance to an open palm. It lifted easily from its setting, larger than Rapunzel’s hand and warm to the touch. She turned the tear-shaped jewel over in her hands. Its soothing pulse felt good against her fingers. “How do I use it?”

      “You must first destroy the source of Gothel’s power. Only then will the Light truly rid your palace of darkness. Keep it hidden, my love.”

      Rapunzel placed the stone within the inner pocket of her cloak and fastened the button, terrified of losing it. “I will, but how shall I know the source of her—” When she raised her eyes toward where the queen had stood, nothing remained but gentle flurries of snow tumbling to the ground.
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      If anyone had told James a year ago he’d see the ivory mountains of his homeland again, he’d have laughed and asked how much Samaharan pipeweed they had smoked.

      But he was returning home, and though he loathed the circumstances, he’d never thought Mount Gloires was more beautiful than he did the moment her snow-capped peaks came into view on the southern coast of Eisland.

      James had been leaning against the quarterdeck rail for the past hour admiring the view while Belle enjoyed her turn at the wheel. In the recent months, she’d become a reliable helmsman he, Eliza, Smee, and Callum happily left on the quarterdeck.

      Belle laid her hand against his back. “Are you all right?” When he glanced behind them at the helm, it was holding steady for north, north east by magical charm, a little fairy dust glittering against the wooden wheel. He grinned.

      “Fine, love. It’s been a long time, is all.”

      The moment James leaned in to kiss his wife, Nigel sprinted up the ladderway and pointed to the eastern horizon. “James, we have a problem.”

      James gazed out and swore. Quicksilver sails billowed against the sapphire backdrop of the Viridian Sea, and he didn’t need to know the number of them to know their presence alone spelled trouble.

      “We can’t let them reach within striking distance of the coastline. Belle, bring us about. Nigel, signal for the others to follow suit. We’ll cut them off.”

      The leader of the griffins who had accompanied them stepped forward in his feathered form. “What would you have us do, Admiral Hook?”

      “Head for Floren as planned. We’re near enough to the coast, and they’ll need the support sooner than we can handle these ships.”

      The bird took flight, followed by a dozen or so more of his fellow winged Oclanders.

      Thirteen years ago, Admiral Teach and the ruler James thought to be King Harold had tried to convince James slavery and smuggling was an honorable way to serve his country. But he had known better, choosing desertion over dishonor. Over cruelty. Over evil.

      James stepped up to the rail. “This is it, everyone! I know many of you have never stepped one boot upon Eisland soil, but there are several among you who were with me from the start. Sailors who joined our navy to serve a remarkable kingdom. We were denied that right once, but today, men, today, we will make Eisland proud.”

      “Let’s put these Ridaeron dogs into the sea!” Eliza shouted.

      “Yeah!”

      “Show no mercy!”

      Though they were outnumbered almost two to one, excitement buzzed across the deck like a living, breathing force taking sustenance from the promise of battle. Callum and Eliza went to the ship’s forecastle together, preferring to cast spells from the front of the ship. She’d been devouring his lessons in elemental magic like a sponge despite her healer’s training by adding a fireball spell to her arsenal.

      He turned to face Belle. “Are you all right with remaining at the helm?”

      His fae stood on tiptoe and kissed him. “Of course, silly. Go get ’em.”

      Hook sprang down the ladderway and dashed to the hatch. He arrived at the gun deck to find it bustling with activity. The pirates-turned-legitimate-sailors had already initiated loading the cannons. They knew what to expect from him and could predict his orders without fail.

      James had taken down plenty of Ridaeron ships over the years, often sinking them once they were plundered of goods and their living cargo liberated, but he’d yet to do it in the name of his own kingdom.

      “Cannons are all loaded, Admiral.”

      “Good. Give them hell the moment we are within range.”

      When James returned to the main deck, Peter was hovering beside the mast. “They outnumber us, Admiral, and look, they’ve brought two warships. I’ve never seen vessels so large.”

      Princess Teagan stepped over. “Leave the warships to me. I can at least buy you time to handle the other threats.”

      “Are you certain? They may have a mage on board.”

      “They may, but a mage won’t be expecting me.” She shed her cloak and, with a hand from James, stepped up onto the ship’s rail. Then she threw herself forward and shifted midair, making a smooth transition from willowy princess to fire-breathing behemoth. The dragon soared upwards and vanished amidst the clouds. And then the fleet was upon them.

      The first volley from the lead Ridaeron ship fell short, rounds splashing into the water a few feet from their hull. The second struck the magical barriers Callum and Eliza held around the ship.

      Teagan swooped down on the largest Ridaeron vessel, a dangerous ruby meteorite. James was hard pressed to mind his own battles when he wanted nothing more than to watch the beautiful dragoness’s savage display. She dived down in a spiraling funnel of flame. The warship’s sails caught fire and the hull exploded as the ammunitions within gave way to the dragon’s mighty breath.

      Cheers went up from James’s crew. The ship nearest them tried to turn sail, to run, and in doing so exposed their broadside to the Jolly Roger’s cannons.

      James had been eager to demonstrate the power of the new guns designed by their prodigy smith and shipwright ever since the field tests off the coast of Cairn Ocland. The bears had been kind to erect phony barriers and targets for the pirates, but nothing was ever as satisfying as putting a new invention to work. He hurried to the massive weapon mounted midship and spun it to aim at the approaching vessel creeping up on their portside bow.

      It was an elegant improvement over the standard ballista and superior to a flintlock musket. The opposing crew had lined up, some with bows, others with pistols. James laughed and turned the crank. The first ball struck with devastating force, crashing into a man’s chest and setting him aflame as the gunpowder ignited.

      “Blow the bastards to pieces, Admiral!”

      James cranked it again. With a dozen shots to each cylinder and at least twenty prepared with powder and ammunition, he expected to be at the guns for a while.

      The second warship launched a furious volley of cannonballs toward the Jolly Roger, each of them absorbed by shields. Others focused on his allies to little effect, chipping away at magical defenses and churning the foaming waves around them.

      “Now it’s our turn!” a woman roared from the direction of the Scarlet Brigade. “Let them have it, boys!” At that moment, the Scarlet Brigade and the ships from Creag Morden turned their cannons against the rest of the enemy fleet. The cacophony of their battle rivaled the fiercest maelstrom. Shields flared, the ebb and flow of magic coursing over the seas like the rolling tide.

      Princess Teagan swooped down again, exhaling fire against the remaining warship. Their shields activated, the magician behind it no doubt wizened to her assaults and prepared for the draconic menace.

      Blast, James thought. He loaded another cylinder into the weapon and rotated it toward the approaching vessel. One of their allies cracked its hull with a salvo of magical ammunition, each enchanted ball sparkling with electricity.

      Someone whistled nearby. “Those Mordenians know how to handle a ship battle.”

      James nodded. “They certainly do.”

      One moment, the Scarlet Brigade was boarding another smaller ship and hundreds of red-haired warriors were surging over the rails, armed to the teeth, and in the next, a lance of pure energy from a Ridaeron ship snuck through Callum’s defenses and sent him stumbling to the deck.

      The battlemage didn’t move.

      James swore under his breath. Get up, old man. Get up. “Belle!” he bellowed toward the helm when Callum didn’t move on his own.

      Belle saluted him from the wheel and vanished, reappearing across the deck on the forecastle with Callum. When she helped him to his feet, the iron-hard knot of tension around James’s heart finally eased.

      Another assault rocked the Jolly Roger, though its damage was dampened by Eliza. Her knees buckled from the effort, but she held herself upright with her staff.

      “James!” Peter cried from the crow’s nest. “Blue sails incoming!”

      Five Eislandic ships approached from their stern. James swore under his breath.

      “Arcane shields to the stern and portside hull!” James bellowed toward the bow. Eliza descended the ladderway from the forecastle and dashed across the deck to join them. When she arrived, she took position nearby with her mage staff in hand, chest heaving with exertion.

      “I know that ship. She was destined to become the flagship of the navy before they chose the Queen Anne’s Revenge instead. Her guns were phenomenal fifteen years ago.”

      “I haven’t much left in me for another shield, James, and I know Belle’s prohibited by the Grand Fairy from interfering too much in human affairs. How fucked are we?” Eliza asked.

      Poor odds surrounded them from every angle. Princess Teagan remained embroiled in battle with the warship. Unable to penetrate the magician’s defenses by air, she’d landed on the main deck, screaming fire from her tooth-filled maw and sweeping her tail over the Ridaeron sailors attempting to fend her off. James watched her desperate scramble to reach their battlemage.

      To his left, a magical explosion threatened to capsize the Scarlet Brigade, and one of King Morgan’s ships was dead in the water with a broken mast. Another Mordenian ship burned, its magician probably among the dead. With each passing second, their chances of victory seemed slimmer. The battle had turned too fast. “I want Belle to take Peter and anyone who doesn’t want to die.”

      “We’re not going to die,” Belle said. “Have faith.”

      James glanced at her. “Eliza’s at the end of her stamina, and Callum is wounded. We’re not faring well.”

      “Have faith,” Belle repeated.

      The Prince Constantine’s Fury swung to reveal her starboard hull. James prepared for the inevitable onslaught and braced himself. His memories of the ship were a set of guns capable of firing explosive oil flasks.

      Guns roared and a volley of explosives burst from the cannons. They streaked past the Jolly Roger and slammed into the approaching Ridaeron ship. Moments later, the familiar sails of the Twilight Witch came into view alongside the Fury.

      James stared. It took a few moments for his brain to catch up to what his eyes had seen, for the sight of Eisland ships joining their side had taken him by complete surprise. Anastasia hadn’t mentioned that.

      When he glanced at Belle, she merely grinned at him and chirped, “They’re on our side.”

      

      Joaidane had spent much of the past day scraping hidden runes beneath the snow on the western plain, an insidious surprise awaiting any of the black-eyed soldiers who approached Floren.

      Attuning it to the dark magic had been a difficult but necessary condition to avoid blowing up Milo’s men during their patrols. Afterward, he’d claimed the city’s clocktower belfry as his home base since the seven-floor structure was central to all other buildings of the city and teeming with energy—the kind of energy attained over decades from admirers and busy people passing each day. It also provided complete visibility of both the western plains and the eastern coast.

      He looked north toward the mountains and wondered how Muir and Rapunzel fared. They hadn’t contacted him again, though he’d noticed an absence of the Northern Lights the previous night, their mesmerizing blue and green glow gone from the sky. Had they been successful?

      A detail of six soldiers had accompanied Joaidane to the clocktower, two of them holding telescopes, the others arming the ballistae he’d ordered them to haul to the upper level. Thankfully, the lift had been operable.

      “Grand Enchanter, we have movement on the western side.”

      Joaidane glanced to the mountain on the northwestern side of the city. “That mountain there, does it hold any significance to the people here?”

      “The mountain?” The soldier blinked at him. “No, not at all? Why?”

      “Excellent. Thank you.”

      The words of the ifrit tongue came to Joaidane easily, though he hadn’t cast destructive spells over so vast a distance in years. If ever. The occasional practice session from the tower under his mother’s tutelage hadn’t prepared him for participating in a war.

      But he would try. Joaidane chanted in their flowing, magical tongue, gathering the energy around him, feeling it in his soul and buzzing across his skin. His voice grew louder, while the wide-eyed old clocktower guardian beside him watched in awe.

      At the height of the incantation, he rubbed both palms together briskly then thrust them toward the mountain’s southwestern face. At first, nothing happened. He stood within a quiet belfry witnessing the spectacle down below as hundreds of soldiers marched toward the city. The old man beside him squinted, removed his spectacles, and buffed them against his shirt before replacing them on his old nose.

      “Ah, messere, I think something did not work well.”

      Joaidane glanced at the clocktower guardian. “Give it a moment.”

      The nine-foot-long second hand ticked five times behind them, preceding a tremendous roar, a rumble that shook the city itself when the mountain peak snapped and came sliding down the cliff, bringing with it a devastating avalanche.

      The soldiers on Floren’s wall stared. Their awed gazes followed the crashing wave of snow and rock down the mountain to the valley below. The deluge swept down over the back half of the approaching army, taking out nearly half their number in one fell swoop.

      “I’ve never seen the like,” the guard beside him whispered. “It’s as though Eisen himself has granted you favor.”

      Joaidane grinned. “So long as I have not angered him.”

      The moment he spoke, the blue skies above Floren darkened to a bleak, dismal shade of gray obscured by even darker clouds rolling in from the coastline. They grew blacker by the second, and thunder rolled with loud booms and reverberating roars.

      He may have spoken too soon. Had he angered their god by daring to destroy a portion of the mountain range?

      When Joaidane dashed to the opposite side of the clocktower belfry and stepped onto the ledge, he saw lightning dancing over the horizon in the fiercest storm to cross his vision in three centuries. He stared at it initially. Bolts came lancing down on the water in tight arcs. It wasn’t until he studied the clouds that he saw the flashes of avian silhouettes in the dismal gray cover, moving ever closer to the coast each time the storm highlighted their massive bodies. The griffins from Cairn Ocland were coming.

      “Reinforcements have arrived, gentlemen. We only need to hold the line.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      An unnatural stillness hung over Jonquilles, contrasting the once lively port city that had thrived and celebrated until the late hours of the night, always busy, always filled with wine, music, and song. The eerie silence sent a cold trickle of dread creeping down Rapunzel’s spine. No one stirred and no lights shone, making her beloved home seem a frozen wasteland.

      Muir landed them in the castle courtyard unchallenged. She slid from his back and touched her cloak, the Northern Light a comforting weight in her pocket.

      “I don’t like this.” Muir took his human shape and moved to her side. “Where are the guards?”

      “Maybe she’s sent everyone to Floren. What need does she have for guards when everyone here is under her spell?”

      He grunted but didn’t argue her logic.

      Together, they made their way into the palace’s dismal entrance hall. Castle Icedale’s empty space no longer resembled the home she remembered, the once grand chamber lacking the energy once generated by lively staff and dedicated guards. In the time since Rapunzel’s escape, Gothel had transformed the castle into a place of darkness.

      As they proceeded into the next corridor, the hairs on her arms raised and goosebumps broke over her skin. The air itself smelled of something dank and unusual.

      “Wait a moment.” Rapunzel grabbed Muir’s arm and tugged him back.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Look.” She pulled the last loaf of bread from her pack and tossed it ahead in the hallway. The bun exploded into flames before it struck the floor, becoming little more than a pile of dull ash.

      Muir stared. “How did you know?”

      “I sensed it. My skin prickled a bit, and I just knew. We should be careful. There could be more.”

      They passed two alcoves in the corridor once occupied by busts of past rulers. Now they were replaced by gaudy statues of armed knights sculpted from ebony glass. Muir froze midstep. He grabbed her by the arm and jerked her back just as a sword sliced down from the recess to their right. The blade came within a foot of her face.

      Then Muir’s sword whistled as it came out of the scabbard, and he charged the black guard with with a lunge too fast for Rapunzel’s eyes to track. Metal rang against metal in their frenzied clash of steel. The second statue animated at that moment and lurched forward with a battle-ax rivaling a shield in size.

      Rapunzel iced the floor beneath the second knight’s feet. He slipped, brought down by the weight of his own weapon, and shattered against the marble. Muir drove his opponent backward until the knight struck the wall, and then he ran him through. The knight broke apart into a million glittering shards.

      “Were those people, do you think?” she asked, her voice soft.

      “I don’t honestly know. Whatever they were, they weren’t human anymore, lass, and we’ve ended whatever misery she fashioned them with.”

      They met more of the black knights on the way to the throne room, always in pairs, but they presented no more of a challenge than the first two. Still, the attacks wore at them, until even Muir’s brow glistened with sweat.

      The throne doors stood open wide. Beyond, no lights lit the vast room, save for a pulsing blue glow at the far end. It took her a moment to make sense of it, to realize the sapphire throne itself shone like a beacon. And draped across the seat, as if she belonged there, sat her mother.

      “I must admit, I didn’t think you’d have the nerve to come and face me yourself.”

      “Where’s my brother?”

      “Don’t you worry about him. He still has a use to me, unlike you.”

      The first attack came on a wave of fire. The searing lash struck between Rapunzel and Muir, forcing them to each dive to opposite sides of the room. She struck the floor and rolled as Faolan had taught her, then sprang to her feet in time to throw up an ice shield against the next attack. Gothel’s fire struck her barrier and sizzled. Steam hissed into the air.

      Then another sound reached her ears. Growls, deep and threatening.

      “No, it cannot be,” Muir said. Kaid stepped out from the shadows in his lumbering bear shape, with Lileas and Coinneach prowling behind him. All three shifters had black eyes. Deep down, Rapunzel knew Muir had hoped their magical gifts would somehow protect them from the curse.

      “Take care of the bird for me, pets. I’ll deal with my daughter.”

      A fiery whip lashed out from Gothel’s hand, only to meet empty space as Rapunzel iced the floor and used it to glide beyond reach. She channeled her focus—her anger and her iron resolve—and released a powerful blast that howled through the room with a blizzard’s force. Gothel stumbled back.

      Across the room, Lileas leapt at Muir. He struck out with his sword pommel and caught the wolf across her muzzle.

      Gothel left her little chance to see more or even attempt to aid her husband. The next attack came as black lightning, each powerful bolt obliterating whatever spell Rapunzel threw up, forcing her to remain on the defensive.

      “Why do this? Why? We were your family. You were supposed to love us.”

      “Love you?” Gothel chuckled. “You were both a means to an end. A way to secure this throne for myself. Behaving as your mother was merely another role. A game to benefit me.”

      Rapunzel blinked away the stinging moisture in her eyes. She’d always known her mother resented birthing twins, but she’d never expected such profound hate.

      A pained roar rent the air, and for one terrifying heartbeat, Rapunzel thought Muir had been hurt, but it was Lileas who flew through the air and struck the throne with a wince-inducing crack. Gothel scowled and turned her magic on the injured wolf. Black energy surrounded her, turning her glossy fur the black and hard sheen of obsidian glass.

      Imbued with new strength, Lileas charged back into the fray.

      “You cannot win. I am stronger than you,” Gothel taunted. Behind her, the throne pulsed and released a powerful blast. The empty frame where the mirror had been shimmered. Rapunzel shielded herself, but her gaze never left the throne.

      If that was the source, then that was where she needed to be.

      Rapunzel abandoned her cover behind the pillar and charged forward. Her magic surrounded her, infused her, until she streamed forward as a frigid blast, her whole body comprised of snow and ice.

      Gothel’s eyes widened. She cried out just as Rapunzel crashed into her and retook her solid shape. The queen hit the wall and slumped to the floor.

      “You think your new magic trick will stop me?” Gothel asked. She laughed and picked herself up from the floor. “You’ve changed nothing. I still own this kingdom and all within it. Soon, your pet will either be torn apart by my darlings, or he’ll be blinded by his own hatred. He cannot fight it for long.”

      Despite herself, Rapunzel glanced to where Muir continued to hold his own against his countrymen. His friends. He’d taken his griffin form, using his ability to fly to keep out of their reach while they snarled and salivated.

      One moment of distraction cost Rapunzel dearly. Agony lanced across her body and burned a line down her back. Too late, she tore her attention back to Gothel and disrupted the spell with a surge of hail. Muir shrieked and tried to come for her, but Kaid lunged upward and dragged him to the ground by one wing.

      Remove her source of power… Yukina’s voice whispered through her mind.

      Ignoring the pain, Rapunzel conjured a jagged spear of ice, fashioning it between her hands. Gothel laughed.

      “You can’t hurt me.”

      “This isn’t for you.” She released the spell. An icy missile slammed into the throne, shattering the gemstone before Gothel could do more than cry out. The resulting explosion of magic washed over her at point-blank range, heat and wind and fury released with the physical manifestations of hatred and despair. A relentless volley of surging power rushed through her until she wanted to double over and vomit.

      When it was over, Gothel only sneered and gestured with her hands. Six more black knights stepped into the room. “I no longer need the sapphire throne. I am everywhere, and your rebellion stands no chance. I have waited years to take what was rightfully mine. Years to have what I deserve, what I have earned after suffering in this stinking chamber pot of a kingdom. And now I will turn it into something worthy.”

      Rapunzel raised her chin. Now she understood Yukina’s words and unspoken warning. “I know who you are. You tried once to ruin this kingdom and failed, but I won’t let you have Eisland. Return to whatever void you came from, Laverne, goddess of deceit and mischief!”

      Gothel’s face contorted into a mask of seething hatred, turning her eyes black and sending deep creases across her brow. Her lips curled into a feral snarl. “How dare you speak that name to me?”

      One moment they were staring at each other across the throne, and in the next, Gothel was rushing at her, a streaming force of magic preceded by raw power.

      Because only love can banish evil and darkness, Rapunzel heard the voice again, a fading whisper against her memory. Siel’s tear was warm against her breast, and it felt heavier than ever. She tore the button inside her cloak during her effort to fumble the Northern Light from inside it, but the moment she exposed it, the stone flooded the room with fluctuating patterns of cyan, violet, and green light. It chased away the gloom and obliterated every shadow.

      Gothel shrieked, though Rapunzel couldn’t see her through the curtain of light. A sizzling noise filled the air, and agonizing screams threatened the princess’s hearing. Several seconds passed before the flare diminished and Rapunzel’s eyesight adjusted to the remaining light swimming through the once dismal chamber.

      The thing who had once been her mother had been reduced to little more than a charred, tarlike stain, the puddle black as night and smoldering. Everywhere else touched by the light glowed silver and blue. The darkness receded and restored the room to the pristine cobalt she’d known since childhood, lit by soft streams of blue winter light shining through the stained glass windows above.

      The glass encasing the royal soldiers shattered and dissolved into black dust. One wide-eyed man touched his chest and spun in a circle before gazing at her.

      “I’m… free. You freed me.”

      The others brushed pieces of dark mirror from their uniforms and turned their awestruck faces toward her.

      “The princess freed us.”

      “We’re saved.”

      “Gods bless the princess.”

      Seconds passed, and then they all fell to a knee before her. “Our apologies, princess. We had no control over our actions, we couldn’t—”

      “I understand. I won’t hold it against you for what Gothel forced you to do. I only wish I could have rescued every single one of you.”

      Kaid transformed to his human body, but the two wolves remained in animal form. “Stars above, it’s like waking up from a nightmare.”

      Coinneach nodded. Blood glistened on his muzzle from Muir’s talons, and her griffin held his wing at an awkward angle.

      Rapunzel hurried to him at once and set her hand on his wing. He winced a bit.

      “Can I do anything for either of you?”

      Kaid grunted and stepped up to Muir to take the affected wing in both hands. “We have our own healin’, lass. Save the magic touch for the ones who need it.”

      Muir flinched when the bear set his dislocated wing. Then he folded both against his sides. “Agreed. I’ll be fine.”

      Coinneach groaned low and transformed. The same long slashes were on his human face as well. “They’ll close up soon.”

      Lileas nodded. When she transformed, a fading bruise remained on her left cheek.

      No matter where Rapunzel looked, she saw the imprisoned stirring from the curse. She sighed in relief, then jolted forward. “My brother. We must find my brother. Do you know where she put him?”

      Kaid nodded. “Aye. She mentioned him once to her captain of the guard. Said she’d stowed him in her bedchamber.”

      Rapunzel raced from the throne room and into the connecting corridor. For as long as she could remember, her mother had always kept a room apart from her father. There were no obstacles, no one to stop her, the remaining castle guardians transformed by her magic now shuddering awake.

      When she burst into the bedroom, she found her brother in the four-poster bed beneath the extravagant canopy and laying upon layers of plum silk. A fading aura of dark magic surrounded him, dwindling on its own before she even shone the light over the dismal space. “Joren!”

      He didn’t respond. She rushed to his side and almost heaved herself onto the mattress on both knees. The spell was broken, but he didn’t stir.

      “Joren?”

      She waved Siel’s tear over him, and when that didn’t work, she placed it in her pocket. Filled with dread, she pressed her palm against his cold, waxy cheek. There was no warmth in him.

      “Joren?”

      His head lolled to the side when she shook him.

      “Joren, please. Wake up,” she urged, shaking him by the shoulders, only to give a low, keening wail when his eyes never opened. “No, no, no, no, no, no, no. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.” He should be freed. “We destroyed her. We negated her magic. We freed everyone and ended the darkness.”

      Muir’s bootsteps alerted her to his presence in the doorway. She glanced up at him with tears blurring her vision, great sobs choking and stealing her breath. “Your countrymen are normal again, so why isn’t my brother… why isn’t…?”

      Her husband crossed the room and sat beside her, his bulk disturbing the mattress. His large hand stroked between her shoulder blades. “I don’t know, lass. I… can only assume we’ve arrived too late. That… there’s no way back once she’s woven her spell.”

      “W-we were s-s-supposed to save him.”

      “I know.”

      When Muir gathered her into his arms, she wept against his shoulder until her throat was raw. Though they had been triumphant against the wicked queen, grief bashed against their victory like a merciless chisel cleaving through shale. With their quest finally at its end, the pent-up emotion all bubbled to the surface like froth. She wept at last for her murdered father, the royal soldiers lost to Gothel’s spell, and now the twin she’d loved with all her heart.

      A time passed before she could speak or even breathe without the air whistling in her throat. The whole while, Muir murmured in his native tongue against her hair and kissed her brow. “Do you want… would you like me to carry him downstairs?”

      “No.” She leaned away and finally shook her head. “Not yet. I need a moment is all. I need….” She wasn’t yet ready to say goodbye to him. The tears overflowed again, impossible to stop once they began. Then her shoulders trembled, and she shifted from Muir’s lap to return to Joren. She kissed his cheek and hugged the chilly, motionless body, wondering how long ago she’d missed her chance to revive him. By days? Minutes? Or had Gothel evacuated his soul from the body that very night they fled the castle and kept him pickled in magic until she could claim his body?

      Muir’s steps echoed to the door. Once he was gone, she stretched out alongside her twin and thought of times when she once snuck out of her bed as a child to sleep beside him, but they would only stay up the entire night talking about magic.

      “I’m so sorry, Joren.”

      Her entire family was gone. Everyone. A mother who had never existed, a brother and a father murdered.

      “Why’re you crying, brat?” Joren’s voice was a soft whisper against the top of her head. Rapunzel jerked her head up and looked into his face, into blue eyes filled with life and cheeks that had colored.

      The trembling wouldn’t stop no matter how much Rapunzel strained to bring it under control. She dried her face with one sleeve. “Oh, sweet merciful gods, I thought you were dead. I thought she’d killed you.”

      “Gods, I feel awful.” He groaned as he sat up. “What happened? Where’s Mother? What did I miss?”

      Rapunzel threw her arms around him again as Muir returned to the room. “There’s so much to tell you, brother. So many things to show you, but first, there is one more thing Muir and I must do.”

      Beyond the palace, a malignancy had spread over all of Jonquilles and western Eisland, a bleak oil stain against once ivory stretches of plains. And she was the only one able to banish it.
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      In the days that followed Gothel’s defeat, dozens of noblemen and just as many vintners were arrested for their foul, inhumane deeds against both their fellow Eislanders and the slaves they purchased.

      Rapunzel discovered detailed records within her father’s study, and to her great pleasure, the vineyards who accepted human cargo were in the minority. The parents of James Hook were not among them. She didn’t dare to tell him in person, choosing to have a letter delivered to him by Captain Vandry instead.

      And of course, for each noble and officer arrested, there were at least two more who claimed to be under her influence from the beginning. Rapunzel might have believed one or two, if she didn’t have a clear memory of how a certain sailor had rushed into the castle with tales of James Hook’s betrayal.

      Jean-Gaspard was among one of the first she sent to the guillotine, for there were too many criminals and wrongdoers to imprison each one without overflowing the jails. As for the others with questionable guilt, it took weeks of long trials to sort it out. Muir and Rapunzel issued pardons to dozens of sailors who had mutinied against their captains at the end and joined her war effort. With Captain Milo’s aid as the acting general of the Queen’s Royal Army, they confiscated riches and redistributed the wealth among the villagers who had once worked the vineyards, even turning the estate of Lord Emberlene into a wonderful home for the displaced slaves. Though in her opinion, nothing would ever be enough.

      And on the day of her coronation, she wished her father was there to watch her take the crown. She and Joren mourned him quietly and buried his remains, deciding to remember him for the man he once was, the father of their youth, and not the monster Gothel created with her dark sorcery.

      Rapunzel’s hands shook too much to style her own hair. She sat in a chair beside the window instead while Sebille fashioned it into an elegant updo and weaved flowers amidst the braids.

      “There. All finished. There has never been a more radiant queen on the day of her coronation,” her friend said, beaming from ear to ear. “I’ll tell them you’re ready.”

      Before Sebille reached the door, Joren stepped inside. He’d donned his best suit for the ceremony, a black jacket with long tails and a gold brocade waistcoat. He looked so dashing, her dear, brave brother, that she doubted he would search much longer for a bride.

      “Have a moment for a visitor, sis?”

      “You never have to ask permission to visit with me, but shouldn’t I head down to the reception hall?”

      He chuckled. “You should, but I believe there’s someone here you’d like to speak with for a moment.” In the month since his ordeal at their mother—no, Gothel’s hands, for Rapunzel refused to call that monster their mother any longer—he’d regained his health.

      But he screamed sometimes at night, and she could only wonder what nightmares he’d endured, what he’d been subjected to while Muir bore her away to safety on griffin’s wings.

      “Who?”

      “Do you have a moment for me, Your Majesty?” came the familiar voice of a man she’d once loved with all her heart.

      Rapunzel rose from the chair and turned to face him. “James….”

      “Hello, Rapunzel.”

      James was as handsome as she remembered, and he still wore the same red coat. She’d once teased that she thought he had a dozen of them in his wardrobe. She bit her lower lip and waited for the heartache to commence, for the stab of pain that flashed right behind her breast. It never came.

      He bowed and extended a pot of rapunzel flowers toward her. “I came to wish you well on the day of your coronation. Congratulations, my queen.”

      Rapunzel took them and traced her fingers over the delicate blossoms. An unusual golden shimmer glistened on each petal. “Thank you. I’ve never seen any so beautiful before. They shine.”

      An awkward silence fell between them then. James rubbed the back of his neck and glanced away before saying. “Well, I should leave you to this. Good luck with your rule.”

      “Wait.” Impulse pushed her forward to kiss his cheek. “I don’t blame you. Not anymore. I know you had no way to help me, and I hope one day you’ll think of Eisland as home again.”

      James exhaled a low sigh. “Thank you. Perhaps in time, now that Cairn Ocland and Eisland are allied, there will be plenty of opportunities for me to return.”

      “Did you bring your new wife?”

      “I did. Belle made those flowers and encouraged me to visit you, though her form of encouragement strikes as hard as a blunt hammer.”

      “Your stubbornness requires bluntness, as I recall.”

      His familiar bashful laugh stirred up memories accompanied by the warm glow of friendly affection. “So it does. I am pleased that things are well between us, and that you don’t think me to be a vile cockgoblin.”

      Rapunzel snorted with laughter, unable to hold back the peal of giggles. “I swear I didn’t write those letters to you, James, though whoever wrote it must have overheard me muttering it quite a bit.”

      “I know. And it was a title just deserved at the time.”

      “Things worked out for us both. Though I suppose you’ll be staying in Cairn Ocland? Admiral Hook is an impressive title. One you could have here, you know.”

      “I know, but I am happy where I am now. Happier still knowing I can come home again when I please.”

      “Have you spoken yet to your parents?”

      “No, but I will. In time.” He offered his arm to her. “Come. Your entourage awaits, Your Majesty. I dare not keep you any longer.”

      Rapunzel curled her fingers below his bicep. “James?”

      “Hmm?”

      Deciding to take a page out of Muir’s book, as she’d heard him ask his friends a dozen times to ignore his title, she said, “Rapunzel only. There’s no need for titles between friends, and that’s what you are. You and Belle both, I hope.”

      His smile widened into a boyish grin. “We’d like that.”

      

      Muir had refused once again to wear pants. He disliked trousers and resisted the efforts of the royal tailors, compromising a second time and finding the frock coats and polished silver buttons were growing on him. But he still refused to wear pants. He had to represent his homeland somehow, and if his tartan was one of the only ways to bring his proud Oclander culture across the sea, it would have to do.

      Rapunzel squeezed his hand and brought him back to the present. They had been paraded through the town and brought to the throne room where hundreds of citizens stood. Thousands more lined Jonquilles’s streets outside.

      Now, they walked together down the cobalt runner toward the dais where two thrones sat side by side. After the destruction of the sapphire throne, his wife had commissioned two matching marvels of silver and lush royal blue, symbolizing their decision to break a longstanding Eisland tradition by ruling together as equals.

      When they reached the throne, Muir could hold back no longer. He took Rapunzel into his arms and kissed her before one and all to the jubilant applause of three hundred spectators.

      Joren awaited them at the dais. As the only other surviving heir of their family line, he had the honor of leading the ceremony. In front of everyone, he swore them to defend Eisland from all threats, to defend the people, and to uphold the peace.

      Afterward, a celebration moved into the reception hall, a private party among dear friends and close allies attended by familiar faces who were now Muir’s equals. Alistair was first to clap his back and embrace him with a strong hug, grinning from ear to ear.

      Anastasia hugged him next and kissed his cheeks.

      “Represent Cairn Ocland well, aye?”

      “I will, my ki—Alistair.”

      Other Oclanders waited in line behind the king, clan leaders of the other shifter tribes and griffins of his aerie next. One by one, he received their well wishes and their tears, though they were happy tears of joy.

      Faolan and Sòlas approached him last, joined by Eilidh. She’d sailed over for the coronation with the other griffins of their aerie, no doubt eager to see her mate and son again.

      “Your mum would be so proud of you, lad. So very proud,” she told Muir, kissing his cheeks and squeezing the wind from his lungs.

      “I’m going to miss the lot of you so damned much.”

      Sòlas grinned. “Aye, about that… None of us plan to take the ship home with James. We’ll be staying in Eisland.”

      Muir stared at him. “What do you mean?”

      “We plan to rebuild the aerie in Mount Joie. Already spoke to Rapunzel about it and everything. I put it to a vote among the nest, and none of us wanted to be parted from you. Besides,” Faolan said, eyes twinkling with humor, “how can we abandon you to be the only griffin in all of Eisland? I was pleased to call you brother and honored when you were our alpha, but I’ve never been prouder to have this opportunity to call you King Muir.”

      “Please don’t. Just Muir.”

      Sòlas chuckled. “You have to admit it has a nice ring to it, lad.”

      “I can’t believe it. I thought….” Muir dragged in a breath. When he turned to face Rapunzel, she smiled up at him. “You knew all this time?”

      “We wanted to surprise you.”

      Surprise didn’t begin to describe the elation swelling in his heart. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say thank you, you big galoot.” When Faolan clapped him on his back, Muir grabbed him in a tight embrace.

      “There are no words worthy of your gesture, no gratitude great enough to convey how much this means, but I’ll thank you just the same. Thank you. I’ll treasure this gift unlike any other.”

      

      Their return to Eisen’s Might came easier than the first trip. Without the magical storm to challenge them, Muir flew to the topmost peak and landed on the snowy plateau. Together, they set the Northern Light back in its place. The gem settled in a snug fit, and Rapunzel could have sworn she heard a relieved sigh, as if the mountain itself were pleased to have it returned. Considering the story behind it, perhaps that was exactly what it was.

      They’d timed their arrival well, and the last rays of golden light faded behind the mountains. Stars shone against the sky, and then the first glimmers of lavender and green glittered in the air.

      “Things feel right now,” Muir said, echoing her thoughts.

      “They do.”

      Queen Yukina’s voice came from behind them. “Eisen and Siel are together once again. Thank you for returning the tear.”

      Rapunzel turned and smiled. Yukina floated a few feet away, hovering in her snow form, but no less beautiful. “Thank you for helping us.”

      “You undertook the difficult journey and did what was right, I only ensured you were up to the task. Be well, both of you. I hope you will not forget us.”

      The queen’s form shimmered and began to disperse. With a question burning on her mind, Rapunzel stepped forward and called out to her. “Please don’t go. Not yet.”

      The queen paused, and the snow condensed around her, bringing her shape back into clearer focus. Rapunzel crossed the space between them while Muir waited.

      “Queen Yukina?” Rapunzel asked in a quiet voice. “You’re my ancestor, aren’t you? You’re the snow queen who was fooled by Laverne.”

      Yukina dipped her chin and sighed, breath soft as a cool feather. “How did you know?”

      “The stories. The stories we’re all told mentioned a compassionate snow queen.”

      “Years ago, Eisland was known by the other nations of the Viridian as the land of snow. I… allowed that monster into my head, a crime for which I can never atone. When my husband shattered the mirror, I came to my senses, but it was too late. I tried to repel the surge of power it released with my own magic to save everyone, but they merged together and… I became what you see today.”

      It broke her heart to hear the story and to realize how much Yukina and her people had lost, how they had been treated over the generations.

      “You and the other khione need never fear coming into our lands again. They are your home too, and you will always be welcomed so long as I can make it so.”

      “Then we look forward to a joyous reunion with the Eisland people. Some of us have watched our descendants from afar, as I have you.” Yukina touched her cheek. “You are able to project yourself into the snow because my blood runs through your veins. I was with child at the time of the spell, and the infant born from me was both human and touched by the divine magic.”

      “But Joren doesn’t have the same gift, and my father couldn’t cast a spell to save his life.”

      “Gifts such as ours come and go in the bloodline, granted only to those who have the heart to treat them with care. You and your brother each have a very special gift, my love, different as they are, and I know you will both always do me proud.” Yukina kissed her forehead then drifted away. “Stay. Remain our guests before you venture home once more.”

      “Thank you,” Muir said, accepting on behalf of them both. Yukina smiled, and then she disappeared, leaving nothing more than snowflakes behind.

      Reluctant to retire yet to the caverns, Rapunzel stood alongside Muir and watched the Northern Lights shimmer against the sky. They bathed her in warmth and calmed her frantic heart.

      Now. Now felt like the time to tell him, for there could never be a better moment than when they were both showered in the divine radiance of an eternal love.

      “Muir?”

      His arm tightened around her waist. “Hmm?”

      “Are you truly happy to be here in Eisland. With me? With being king?”

      Muir chuckled. “After what we’ve been through together, I’m ready to face anything with you, Rapunzel.”

      She tilted her head up to study his face. “I hope so. From what the midwives tell me, you only have seven months or so to prepare for our next great adventure.”

      A few silent moments passed while her heartbeat thundered between her ears. Muir didn’t speak at first, and part of her wondered if he’d heard her at all. He only stared at the lights, and he wasn’t breathing.

      “Muir?”

      “I….” In the next second, Rapunzel was weightless, her feet swept from the ground as Muir spun her around in his arms. Then he hugged her against him and buried his face against the top of her head. “My light, my star, I love you, and I will always treasure you both.”

      In the glow of the Northern Light, Muir bent Rapunzel over his arm and kissed her, leaving no doubt their love was worthy of the heavens itself and would be forever as strong as that of Eisen and Siel.

      

      Wow! I don’t know what happened, guys, but our fairy tales seem to grow longer and longer with each installment. I hope you enjoyed this retelling of Rapunzel as much as we enjoyed writing it.

      If you hadn’t guessed, The Sea Witch and her Magician will be the next, possibly final book of the series!

      As usual, we would love and appreciate any reviews, but please take care with spoilers.

      Don’t forget to check out my upcoming novel, The Hidden Court, while you wait for the next fairy tale. It’s also about fairies!
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      A gray, overcast sky stretched above me, an endless blanket of dark clouds heralding the approaching storm. Ten minutes away from home, I hurried without an umbrella down the sidewalk while leaving my first job for the last time.

      In less than seven days, I’d be entering one of the world’s only magical universities to spend the next four years of my life learning to become a topnotch faerie godmother. Lucky me.

      As I reached the street corner, the first speckles of rain kissed my cheeks, and cool, storm-scented wind whipped an abandoned newspaper down the vacant road. While it was hell on my hair, the pleasant mist made an improvement over the usual oppressive humidity.

      “Hey, Skylar, wait up!” Mindi called from behind me.

      My best friend of eleven years trotted into view when I twisted around. Her freckled face flushed red from her jog to catch up, so I paused and let her regain her spent breath.

      “You still want to hit up the movies tonight?” she asked.

      “In this weather? Like there’s anywhere else to go. Dad said I could borrow his car, so I’ll pick you up around five.”

      “Sounds go—ood!” Her sneaker sole skidded over the wet sidewalk, her toe struck the jagged edge of a loose concrete chunk, and Mindi pitched forward. Before she could tumble into the street and catch the cement with her face, I grabbed her by the shoulders.

      A jolt shot through my fingers, zipping down each nerve like a magical telegraph to my brain.

      Precognition wasn’t my specialty—it was actually my weakest fae talent—but when I touched my friend, a vision of the future flashed through me. I saw the doctor she had the potential to become, the lives she would save, and an overwhelming branch of positive outcomes like ripples across a vast ocean.

      It vanished, a mere soap bubble of possibility, and before my eyes, Mindi’s fate tore itself from its predetermined track into the hungry jaws of a vampire. I jerked my hand back.

      “You okay?” she asked, like I was the one who almost kissed sidewalk.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      Far from it. My bestie was doomed to die in a grimy alley behind the town’s only pizzeria.

      Hot tears stung my eyes, but they couldn’t wash away the knowledge of what awaited the girl who used to share her lunches with me at school, shriek over horror movies with me during sleepovers, and enviously brush my hair any time she had the chance. For years, she’d thought Mom let me color it, ignorant to the truth that the teal, violet, wine, and gold streaks in my black hair were my natural colors. I hadn’t told her until I was a teenager that I was a faerie, because humans usually treated us different once they found out.

      Through it all, Mindi had accepted me.

      It wasn’t fair.

      In eighteen years, I’d only had the occasional vision, usually manifested as nightmares or a keen sense of intuition—common for faeries, but far from impressive when the most powerful of my ancestors could see every human probability strand in a great, arcing tapestry of fortune.

      But I was only a half-fae, the spawn of two other half-breeds rejected by their magical ancestors. I had no extraordinary gifts of foresight or clairvoyance—until now. The vision was the clearest to ever flit across my sight, but not yet etched in stone. Especially if I did something about it.

      I couldn’t tell her. According to some of my parents’ old textbooks, numero uno of dealing with prophetic visions prohibited telling the subject, and the consequences were murky at best. I could make things a thousand times worse.

      “I still can’t believe you’re going to Illinois for college,” she said, oblivious to my internal struggles. “And in a week. Summer isn’t even over. Why does magic school have to be so far away?”

      “Cause that’s where the fae own a whole crap-ton of land. They have acres dedicated for the university. God, I’m not going that far. You act like I’m leaving for Hogwarts.” Unable to shake the vision, I forced out a laugh. It barely trembled past my lips.

      “You may as well be going to the UK—or any other fictional setting for that matter. I won’t be able to hang with you. So, since you’re leaving and Jerome is headed off on a last-minute vacation, I’m thinking of taking over his shift at Hot Slices. They’re posting the job opening tomorrow, but his boss is giving me first dibs to come fill out an application. I’m gonna head over now.”

      “You shouldn’t,” I blurted. “It’s a crap place to work. Remember how Jake rage quit a month ago?” Her ex-boyfriend hadn’t lasted three months at Hot Slices.

      “He ate more pizza than he sold. Do you really think he was right to storm out because he lost his privileges to eat on the job?”

      I blew a wisp of dark hair from my face then groaned as the skies unleashed a misty bounty of rain. My ironed waves were ruined in seconds and reduced to a mass of springy curls. “Well, no,” I admitted.

      “It’s a decent job.”

      “What about Samantha? She burned her wrist real bad because those idiots never clean the floor, and she slipped on grease while pulling a pizza out.”

      “Yeah, she’s going to have a scar from that.” The resolve in Mindi’s voice wavered. “I’ll just be careful, I guess.”

      I hooked an arm around her shoulders and wove a mild Persuasion spell. Stronger faeries didn’t require physical contact, but I did. “Girl, you can do so much better than serving pizza to hungover drunks and rowdy football players. What about all that talk about volunteering at the vet?”

      “Volunteering won’t move me closer to saving up for a car. As great as it would be to gain some experience, I need to earn funds now.”

      “True, but a recommendation letter from Doc Taylor will look great on your Johns Hopkins application next year.”

      The spell backfired royally. Instead of taking my advice, she went on the defensive and shrugged off my arm. Her easygoing smile faded, and a scowl popped onto her face. “Why does it matter to you where I’ll work when you’ll be gone a thousand miles away? You have a free ride. A scholarship because you’re different.”

      I stiffened. She’d never brought it up before. Never uttered anything but warm acceptance. “Min—”

      “I have to go. Let’s forget the movie tonight. I can’t afford it anyway.”

      “I was gonna pay.”

      As Mindi rushed away through the rain, her voice carried back to me on the misty wind. “Don’t bother.”

      Crap. I’d really messed up. If I couldn’t sway her away, then I could at least get someone else who could.

      After sidestepping beneath the green awning of a thrift shop, I fished my phone from my purse and dialed the emergency hotline all paranormal beings knew by heart. For dilemmas of the mortal variety, Americans called 9-1-1, but people seeking paranormal solutions dialed 7-7-7 to solve life-or-death situations. In ten minutes or less, some wizard would appear to blow Mindi’s vamp into blood-scented dust.

      A recorded message warned that I’d contacted them during a period of high call volume but was welcome to try my call again later or remain on hold. When I phoned my mother, it went straight to voice mail as it often did when she was on the job.

      Trying the house didn’t work either. Although Dad was probably home in bed, he worked nights with his godchildren and usually ignored the phone when trying to rest.

      I tilted my head back toward the sky and closed my eyes. “Now what?”

      What the hell would my parents do in a situation like this?

      I could call the police, but they’d turn it into a bloodbath. As part of the Pact of 1977, mortals technically couldn’t intervene with paranormal affairs unless directly confronted by a threat—which meant most human law enforcement instigated a fight straight off.

      Under normal circumstances, local police officers couldn’t investigate supernatural disturbances, and our special agents, the sentinels, couldn’t put their noses into human law enforcement without an agreement.

      And then there were situations that brought the two factions together, when it behooved both sides to involve each other in a case, but that was rare and hadn’t happened in years since a warlock took a human cult under mind control and sent them into banks with explosives while he reaped the rewards.

      As the first rolling rumble of thunder boomed overhead, inspiration struck me. If I couldn’t persuade my friend to avoid the pizzeria, maybe I could talk her hunter out of his dinner plans and convince him it wasn’t worth having a death on his soul.

      Most vampires weren’t the jerks modern horror movies made them out to be. They didn’t cut a bloody, serial-killer swath through unsuspecting, isolated towns in Alaska or stalk high school girls a century their junior.

      They didn’t sparkle, and they had reflections. That nonsense about crossing holy ground? Absolute BS. Don’t wave a crucifix at a vampire unless you want him to shove it up your butt. Of course, most of those rules flew out the window once they succumbed to their thirst.

      Whenever supernatural creatures underwent the Change, they became a malevolent being called a darkling. In the case of a vampire, they transformed into nosferatu—foul, undead blood drinkers that smelled like rot and sickness.

      I was positive this guy wasn’t a nossie yet, but he was probably inching his way down the alignment spectrum toward the irreversible path of evil that would forever stain his soul with corruption. That’s where the myths came from.

      I shuddered, the hairs raising on my arms and skin alight with static.

      A quick glance up and down the sidewalk guaranteed I was alone, so I pulled the shadows around myself like a cloak and weaved the rain into an Inconspicuous glamour. The mist made an ideal disguise and hid me from mortal eyes.

      I took every shortcut I knew through town as rain splattered around my ankles and the wind howled through trees bending beneath the onslaught. With luck on my side I’d arrive in time to chastise the vamp and be ready to salvage our girls’ night out before Mindi was through with her interview.

      And if I couldn’t talk him out of it, I could handle him. His impression felt young and hungry, not experienced and capable. A couple sparks of a Sunlight spell would chase him into hiding.

      The subtle drizzle evolved into a downpour as I reached the narrow alley behind the pizzeria. A light by the back door flickered and buzzed, staying off more than it was on.

      I frowned. The atmosphere couldn’t appear more ominous, like the Hollywood set of a slasher flick.

      “Hello?” I called.

      As my eyes adjusted to the dim environment, a dark shape shifted in the shadows between the dumpsters. Empty pizza boxes and other garbage spilled out from the overflowing bins.

      “Hey, look, I know you’re there, and I only want to talk. This isn’t the best place for hunting, so you should probably head out of town. The local sentinels are strict, dude.”

      His hunger permeated the air like a tangible force. While vamps weren’t expressly forbidden from hunting for a sip, underage snacks and murder were off the table. The king and queen of Hearts, rulers of the Sanguine Court governing all vampires across the world, had created a rigid set of rules to protect their people, and it was up to all of us to enforce it whenever we saw an infraction.

      “Hey, I called the emergency hotline,” I bluffed. “They know you’re here, but you didn’t hurt anyone yet. It’s not too late for you to go.”

      While dropping into a territorial posture, the vampire hissed and revealed his yellowing fangs, resembling a ravenous dog guarding his food dish. I skidded backward across the wet pavement and began to reassess my stance on negotiating. This guy didn’t want to talk. He was starved to the point of frenzy, little more than a beast in human skin.

      So I backed away, nice and slow, and pulled my phone from my pocket.

      “Faerie.” His low, smooth voice rumbled through the air. With the grace typical of all his kind, he abandoned his hiding spot and stalked toward me. “Fae is delicious. Sweetest most powerful blood.”

      “Crap, crap, crap.” I jammed my thumb down on the redial button, fumbled, and watched the four-hundred-dollar device tumble into a puddle. If I didn’t die, Dad would murder me for wrecking the phone I’d promised to cherish till the end of freakin’ time. “Crap!”

      Telling myself I could handle a vampire wasn’t the same as actually facing the dude. All that bravado and confidence melted in the rainy breeze. As he closed in, I twisted and ran for the mouth of the alley, feet pounding the pavement and water sloshing over the tops of my ankle boots.

      Before I could get far, the noise of flapping wings filled the alley, and a few dozen little bodies slapped against me. Biting. Scratching. Tasting. My attacker must have transformed. I shrieked and slapped the bats tangling in my hair, the initial explosion of terror making me forget one essential fact: I had magic. I wasn’t helpless, and I refused to let someone find my bloodless body facedown in a rain puddle.

      Light bloomed from my fingertips, and the tiny sparks multiplied in size until it seemed I held a cluster of miniature suns in my hands. The light released in a burst and illuminated the entire back alley for one moment of brilliance. Each individual member of the bat colony shrieked as my attacker was thrust from the swarm and back into the body of a man. A hungry, salivating man hurling himself at me in defiance.

      I threw punches. I kicked. I squirmed and struggled until he slammed into me and I crashed to the ground. Rain soaked through my jeans, and I tasted blood in my mouth. It couldn’t end this way. Not in a dirty alley, alone, with the smell of greasy pizza and garbage in the air.

      Now that diplomacy had failed, a single, risky alternative loomed before me. I could try to shadowstride and flee into the spiritual realm, but that was a risky strategy when other supernatural creatures could sometimes do it too.

      As I gathered my power and propped my weight on both palms, I prepared to leap to my feet and run for my life. The vampire rose above me, and to his rear, I saw a stately figure standing tall, shrouded by the weight of a black rain slicker.

      “This just won’t do,” the figure stated. He made his matter-of-fact commentary in a heavy baritone, each word ringing with power. Waves of energy fell over us with the vibration of a double bass drum as he removed a staff from beneath his coat. The crystalline tip of it flared with sustained light. My attacker shrank away from it and shrieked.

      From the opposite end of the alley, a sandy-furred shape streaked past my shoulder. It bounded over my huddled body and straight into the vampire. Jaws snapped, teeth gnashed, and I wasn’t sure which of them growled, but in the end, an enormous wolf stood above his prey with a set of powerful jaws closed over the vampire’s neck. With the Daylight spell flooding the alley, he couldn’t escape in bat form.

      “That will be enough, Sebastian.”

      Fur vanished, giving way to skin and clothes. The shifter put his boot where his jaws had been seconds before. He was a tall man, easily 6’2 or 6’3 with the build of a rugby player, and a crooked nose, like it had been broken multiple times but never set the right way to heal. He eyed me with shrewd blue eyes and grinned, half-canine teeth flashing in the light.

      The vamp writhed beneath the intense spotlight, and steam rose from his skin as the rain mellowed to a calm drizzle. He was closer to becoming a nosferatu than I’d predicted. Scratch that. Vampires never burned in sunlight unless they’d already taken human lives!

      I’d almost committed suicide by vampire. If I had been thinking, I would have charged into the pizzeria, ordered a large pepperoni, and held Mindi up until some adult gave us a ride home. But I hadn’t been thinking. I’d become emotional and impulsive.

      My parents would finish what the vamp began and kill me for him.

      “Skylar Corazzi?”

      “Um… yes?”

      The man reached down, grabbed my arm, and hauled me to my feet. Once he pushed his hood back, I saw a middle-aged man with a salt-and-pepper goatee and smooth, dark skin like he’d been carved from an obsidian block. His kind brown eyes calmed me. They were soft despite his chiseled features and the stern set of his mouth.

      “Chief Wizard Examiner Simon Bostwick,” he introduced himself. “I came to administer your test.”

      “This was my test?” My voice squeaked up an octave, so I cleared my throat and took in a deep breath through my nose. The placement exam was the paranormal world’s best kept secret, our relatives and older friends sworn to a blood oath never to utter a word about its details. Now I understood why.

      “Yes.”

      “Did I pass?”

      “Test results will be released by your guidance counselor during registration. Now, give me your hand.”

      I held out my left hand, and he pricked it with a deft stab from a knife I hadn’t seen in his hand. “Ouch.” Blood welled up from my thumb, and the vampire on the ground gnashed his teeth.

      “You are sworn to a blood oath, Skylar Corazzi. What you faced here shall never be shared with the uninitiated. Do you so swear?”

      “I swear.”

      Simon pressed my thumb to a yellowing page in an aged book. Energy zipped up through the small cut as a rune flared beneath the bloody print I made.

      “It is done. Head on home and get warm before you catch cold.”

      “What about him?” I nodded toward the vampire. Even from the ground he appeared ominous, his bloodshot eyes following my every movement.

      “Sebastian and I will take him to the depot where he’ll be processed and delivered to the Sanguine Court for trial and punishment.”

      Which meant he was as good as dead. I’d heard the king and queen had become more intolerant to poaching in recent years, staking lesser vampires on the first offense whether blood was drawn or not.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled. After fishing my phone from the puddle, I scurried from the alley and beat feet home.

      Nothing had gone right. My friend thought I was a judgmental creep, I didn’t guide her to the appropriate path, and to top it all off, I had to be rescued from a vampire. So much for passing my test.

      And Dad was still going to rip me a new one for busting my brand new-to-me phone he’d bought used off Amazon.

      

      The Hidden Court is the first in a new magical university series, and you don’t want to miss it. Get your copy today.
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